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Abstract 
 The Ministry of Love is a literary nonfiction memoir that follows the author’s process of 
individualization. Using a narrative design, the author recounts his religious upbringing, his 
family dynamics, his dreams, and his failed attempts at winning the affection of his first love. 
The author uses these small events as a foray into meditations on the spiritual, the carnal, the 
physiological and the psychological transitions he experienced as an adolescent. The Ministry of 
Love achieves a narrative dreamscape as the author intertwines memory, illusion, and fantasy to 
capture the author’s consciousness. 
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Clutter 
 After my first delusional break with reality, I spent my fourth semester in graduate school 
evading the cabal of professors who were trying to destroy me. The evasion was successful 
because the cabal never existed. It was now June, I was twenty-four, and I couldn’t write 
anymore—everything I typed came out garbled. So I threw out everything I had written since I 
was twenty-three. I climbed the steps of the apartment Chelsea, my wife, and I were renting at 
the University. She was studying psychology and I was in the Masters of Fine Arts program.  
Once I reached our bedroom, I hefted two cardboard boxes and a milk crate from my 
bedroom closet and set them on the bed. The mattress springs sagged. I pulled out all the loose 
paper and stapled stories—some were nine years old and the paper was brittle.  There were 
poems written from when I was a teenager filled with existential angst, many false starts to 
stories, stories from undergraduate courses, and personal musings. I opened all the binders I had 
filled throughout the years and tore the pages from the aluminum rings. I threw out the very best 
I had written and the worst. I only saw trash. All the printed pages and legal pad leafs, covered 
with scrawls, led to nowhere.  
 I left the piles of paper on the bed and walked down the stairs, opened the cabinets under 
the kitchen sink, and pulled out two white trash bags. They had been advertised as the strongest 
in the market. They were white, pure, with diamond patterns that allowed the plastic to stretch 
just a little if the contents were too heavy. Did I need two or three? I decided on two. Chelsea 
was sitting at her computer reading blogs from militant atheists and disillusioned OBGYNs. My 
two year old daughter, Blair, wandered around aimlessly, dressed in a pink shirt, leggings, and 
white socks. The soles of the socks had turned a dark brown. I made a mental note to vacuum the 
rug and sweep the floor. 
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 I took the stairs two at a time, reached my bedroom, opened the bags, turned to the 
papers, and began to slip them into the trash bags. The piles were like layers of sediment and the 
deeper the stack of papers, the farther back in time I was taken. I glanced through them. Some 
had page numbers, indicating there had been some sort of order at one point, but were now in 
disarray. Drafts of some of the stories were stapled together. There were multiple copies of some 
stories I had submitted to writing classes my peers had left comments on. On one of the oldest 
submission, I glanced at the comment left on the last page. I enjoy reading your writing. Thank 
you for sharing with me. The classmate had signed her name. Something in the prose had 
resonated with her. I had once been able to write prose that had touched someone’s life. 
 I remembered the clothes she had worn. Her shirts and jeans weren't revealing, but were 
skin tight, emitting a strong sensuality. Her hair was chestnut and her voice sounded just a few 
years older than she was. The light, from bulbs or the sun, always brought out a different color in 
her eyes. Her irises were constructed more out of crystals than cones and rods. At the beginning 
of one summer, she went to Ketchikan, perhaps worked in the tourist industry or in commercial 
fishing, and in the end came back in the fall wearing sweaters, turtlenecks, and looser fitting 
jeans. Her eyes were still mesmerizing, but didn’t have their same inner glow. Seeing the change 
in her demeanor had frightened me. I wondered where she was at now and if she still sat in front 
of a keyboard and typed. Where was I?  I looked back on the last two sentences she had written 
me. Perhaps she had been blind to what she saw on the paper. I slipped it into the trash bag.  
 There was so much positive feedback from my undergrad years and later such disdain 
from my graduate peers. A letter at the top of the stack, read—this is abysmal. Get a grip on your 
craft. I had hid that copy from myself for a long time because I knew this student was right. 
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 Chelsea came upstairs to check on me, sticking her head through the doorframe. I loved 
her blond hair and her wide nose, had grown to love her wide nose, which, on occasion, bothered 
her when she looked in the mirror. She'd been teased in school. Her hair was now red, dyed from 
food coloring she had found in the kitchen. The color verged on maroon.  
 She asked, "What are you doing?" 
 I said, "I'm tossing it all out. It's failures and failures belong in the trash."  
 I had said those words once before three years earlier as I was passing in and out of 
consciousness, much too drunk, staring at my friend's trashcan. Chelsea had knelt beside me. She 
had been six months pregnant. I'm a failure. Failures belong in the trash. 
 She asked, "Do you know what your daughter is doing?" 
 I sighed. "No. What's she doing?" 
 "She's wearing her training toilet bowl on her head like a hat. Running around and 
giggling." 
 "I can't fix that." 
 Chelsea looked at the stacks of paper and half-filled trash bag. "Please, don't throw 
everything away." 
 I closed my eyes for a moment. I couldn’t look at her. "I don't want to die and have 
people see this stuff and I don't trust you to do it." 
 She said okay and then headed back downstairs. 
  I wanted to be alone and thought about asking her to take Blair on a walk or to the 
playground. But she would've sighed and said, really, right now? I don't want to go on a walk. I 
finished filling the trash bags and lugged them down stairs and out the front door. I could feel the 
plastic stretching, giving way, and calculated that if I made my journey to the dumpster quickly, 
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everything would be fine. I wouldn't need to double bag the sacks. I set the two bags against the 
side of the apartment and lit a cigarette, picked up the bags again, worked them over my 
shoulders like Santa Claus, and hurried on my way. I puffed on my cigarette like an old steam 
train. If I could have burned the paper, I would've burnt it all instead of tossing them in the trash. 
Recycling was out of the question—I didn’t want the paper to be turned into something else. 
 As I walked, I wondered if I had grabbed everything. Had I missed other binders I would 
find later in life and be, once again, confronted with miss constructed sentences made from 
phrases and words serving to confuse others? The digital copies. I recalled the joy I had had 
when I first tried writing. I liked the way the world dissolved into the background, with only the 
screen of the computer illuminating the room. The sound of the keyboard was like an 
incantation. After I was done with a handful of stories or attempts at poems, I would arrange 
them in a single document to see how they fit together in relationship to one another. There were 
many such files, hidden in other files. 
However, throughout the years, I had gone through a handful of computers due to spills 
of hot chocolate, coffee, and vodka. One had crashed. I doubted the files I had managed to 
transfer over to each new hard drive were still intact. Now, I’ve begun to use a new computer 
and haven’t transferred any of the old files over. I think I’m safe from being confronted by my 
old work. 
 Halfway to the dumpster, one of the bags split at the bottom corner. Paper spilled out like 
water and littered the walkway. I dropped the ripped bag to the concrete. I should have double- 
bagged them. I should have used three bags—another misjudgment on my part. I hurried and 
opened the black cover of the dumpster and tossed the trash bag that had maintained integrity 
into the large brown metal bin stickered with warnings against climbing inside. The paint and 
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stickers were aging and scuffing off the dumpster. I looked back to the papers scattered on the 
walkway twenty feet away. 
 I jogged back, smoke filling my mouth. Ash collected at the end of my cigarette and fell 
on my shirt. I wiped the gray and black carbon from my chest, leaving black smears over the 
fabric. White and yellow paper was everywhere. As I hunched down to reassemble the papers, 
one of my knees popped. My fingernails scrapped against the asphalt while I tried to get a grip 
on the bottom page. I feared other residents would walk past, seeing the messy prose and the AA 
BB CC DD, etcetera, structured poems raging with the disgust of life and desperation of an 
adolescent. The cigarette died before I finished picking up the mess I had started in my youth. 
The butt dangled from my lips. 
 My contract working on the university's composition website was about to expire. 
Chelsea, who had been working two part-time jobs, was now only working one part-time 
because the student she had been covering for had returned from vacation early. I could search 
for a job but we had no funds for daycare and I had already elected to care for Blair for the 
summer. A redefinition of masculinity—Blair took care of me more than I took care of her. She 
kept me on a schedule, reminding me when it was time to eat, when we should take walks 
through the nearby woods, when to stop for chocolate milk and eat goldfish crackers on our way 
back. The routine helped me to remember when to swallow my pills, designed as an anti-
convalescent but also effective as a mood stabilizer. 
 Later, after it was all discarded, I climbed into bed at night, I’d look over at the closet. 
There was one regret—I had written a thirty page story when I was thirteen and it was the only 
copy in existence. Other than that, the weight of the past was gone. All of the late nights, the 
numerous cigarettes, pots of coffee, the morning headaches, and the criticisms of the prose were 
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gone. I had packed those boxes numerous times as I moved from dorm room to dorm room, 
apartment to apartment, city to city. I had nothing to live up to and nothing to surpass. 
I was no longer writing, being a writer, attempting to be an author. I was a student, a 
husband, a father, a son, a brother, a grandchild, and was content. However, there were my 
bookshelves filled with the work of others. I think about a poster my third grade teacher placed 
in front of the classroom of a cat balancing on a tree branch, reaching out with one paw. The 
bottom of the poster read, an error isn’t a mistake unless you refuse to correct it. I wonder if the 
poster was for the teacher or for us. It comes back to me often, like a prayer. 
 In mid-July, still unemployed, I started writing again—sleeping six or so hours a night, 
waking before Chelsea and Blair, typing from earlier morning until breakfast. Chelsea would 
leave for work and I would take Blair on longer walks down to the local ice cream shop and 
park, then return home when Chelsea got off from work.  I would resume typing in the evenings. 
Eventually, I produced eighty pages over four days, crashed into slumber for ten hours, and 
began to revise the prose. I knew I'd moved in different direction than before and something, a 
thing I couldn't discern or give name to, had changed. On that fourth night, I dreamed of 
Brittney, a girl I once knew at Solid Rock Bible Camp, most likely because I had been writing 
about her, writing about us, if there even had been an us. I had dreamed of her often before, but 
had never dreamed of her like this. 
[2] 
 My dream—I stood outside on the wood deck leading to the front door of the old house 
my family had lived in during the nineties on Crosspoint Loop. The house was light blue with 
darker blue trimming. It was a chilled, late summer's night. The porch light was off, but the front 
door was ajar. I entered the house and the air was fresh and clean, unlike like my childhood. The 
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entryway, layered with linoleum, was littered with boots, shoes, and coats as if it were winter. 
Gray carpet led deeper into the house, but the stains that had accumulated from my siblings and I 
were gone. Before my family had packed up and left, my parents had torn the carpet up and 
replaced it with a thicker, deep blue fabric. There was something sterile waiting for me deeper in 
the house I hated.  
 I heard a sound, the impression of sound, coming from the living room, just past the 
kitchen. I slipped my shoes off, turned the corner, and slowly walked down the hallway. The 
light blue of a television screen illuminated the white walls of the hallway and dining room, but 
the right wall extended just past the left. I still couldn't see who was watching the blank screen. I 
kept going.  
 I sensed two people were living here, visiting, or waiting, particularly for me, in this 
house, where my mother had misplaced her mind. One time, the cops had come to the house in 
response to my mother’s call. The officers escorted my father from the neighborhood. It was 
where my mother led us to abandon our beds for rentable apartments on the Elmendorf Air Force 
Base before my father returned from working the late shift several times. In this house, she had 
changed the locks on the doors, kept both sets of keys, and left my father outside. And here, at 
twenty-four, while I slept, this house was where my biochemical reactions had placed me for the 
night.  
 I passed the corner of the hallway and saw two women sitting on the couch, upholstered 
with a tan base layer and embroidered with flowers comprised of sedate greens, blues, and reds. I 
recognized them—Brittney and Emily—two women I had worked alongside at Solid Rock Bible 
Camp during the summer of 2006. Emily had been the camp’s baker and Brittney had been the 
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camp’s recovering drug addict. The recovering addict I had fallen for—head over heels, heels 
over head, my head somewhere, and at seventeen, I've been unsure which head it was.  
  I watched these women stare at the television screen for a moment. Emily noticed me 
standing there and gave a slight wave then returned to the pure, blue screen. There was nothing 
playing on the screen.  
 In every dream I have of Brittney, Emily is always observing us—nothing has ever 
happened out of her sight. Brittney stood up from the couch, smiling. She had never smiled 
before and I felt weak and unsure. Her jeans fit her perfectly and her t-shirt was loose, but clung 
and fell over the curves of her chest and waist.  Her hair was red and frizzy, pulled into a 
ponytail. Her dreadlocks were gone. Besides her hair, she looked almost exactly as she had back 
in 2006. 
 Brittney walked towards me and said, "Come here."  
 I should have been afraid, but still I followed her to stairs leading up to the second floor 
where the bedrooms were. I turned to look at Emily. She stayed watching the television, her back 
and neck straight. Brittney and I were now out of sight. She took a seat on one of the steps and 
motioned me to sit by her.  
 Those stairs—when I was a child, I had thrown a fit and dug one of my knuckles deep 
between one of the steps and risers, right between the carpet and foam, and stuck the nails 
holding them both to the wood. I bled on the stairs, my jeans, my shirt, wept, and clenched my 
wounded hand into a fist. Blood continued to seep. My mother wrapped my finger in a bandage 
and secured it with a Band-Aid and that was the end of the event.  
I sat next to Brittney—the stairs where my parents would retreat to and scream and yell at 
one another while my siblings and I waited downstairs for the storm to pass.   
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 "I want to say I'm sorry," I said. 
 "It's okay," she said. 
 "I wasn't a friend." 
 "It's okay." 
 She said everything I had wanted to hear and I said everything I had wanted to say for 
eight years. She moved forward and, for a moment, I didn't move, then I leaned forward. We 
kissed. She wore no makeup or lipstick. Her freckles were dark stars. Her naked lips were firm. 
We had never kissed in waking life or even in my dreams before. Sometimes I pretend things 
happened differently in the past. Our kiss ended and we gave each other a tight hug. I felt her 
body heat. It was as if my mind's perception of her, the subconscious conjuring of her, had 
moved her from a malevolent visitor harrowing a depressed night of fitful sleep, to a friendship, 
to a shared love which would never be explored. I felt the weight of her lift from my mind.  
 I heard Emily rise from the couch. Brittney and I sat close to each other on the stairs, her 
right leg against my left. It was if we were children waiting for one of our mothers to check on 
us. Emily walked into the kitchen and pulled a dish from the oven—the strangest aspect of the 
dream. I hadn't smelled anything from the kitchen until Emily had entered back into the scene. 
Unadulterated love is what I felt emitting from her and Brittney, as if we finally belonged with 
one another and they had forgiven me for the sin I had committed by writing about them. 
 Emily said, "It's ready." 
 We ate together straight from the pan. It could have been a casserole. 
 I awoke. The sun was shining through my bedroom window. I slipped on yesterday's 
clothes, made coffee, watching the glass pot fill, poured myself a mug. I slipped on a pair of 
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boots, jammed the shoelaces inside, and made my way to the dumpster, lighting a cigarette as I 
walked. I took two drags and a sip of coffee. 
 The leaves were a brilliant green in the sunlight. The coffee tasted better and the burning 
cigarette released incense it hadn't possessed for me in a long while. I thought back to the eighty 
pages I had written—pages I had struggled to write five years before. Those drafts along with the 
other work I had thrown away, was now rotting in a landfill. Each time, for one reason or 
another, the story had failed. I felt I produced something having the possibility of achieving 
beauty. Art. At the very least, I had edified myself. There is nothing worse than writers bored by 
their own work.  
 It felt as though universe, God, or the mass subconscious of seven billion people 
inhabiting the globe noticed my struggling and finally approved of my endeavors. The dream I 
had—I took it as intrinsic approval. The sensation was sweet and it had been a long since this 
feeling had descended on me.  
[3] 
 After I woke up, I made a pot of coffee, filled a mug, and stepped outside to the 
dumpster. I had a cigarette, and then another, and returned inside. How could I capture all the 
beautiful people and myself in our ugliness, to affirm living, I had understood intellectually but 
failed to feel? All I’ve done since that morning is type and I type fast, trying to wash out the 
fragments of memories, and dreams from my mind and weave them together. I'm reminded of 
James Salter's A Sport and a Pastime: “I see myself as an agent provocateur or as a double agent, 
first on one side—that of the truth—and then on the other, but between these, in the reversals, the 
sudden defections one can easily forget allegiance entirely and feel only the deep, the profound 
joy of being beyond all codes, of being completely independent, criminal is the word” (51). One 
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more line, on dreams: “They are the skeleton of all reality” (52). What freedom the narrator had 
given himself. 
 I remember some events exactly as they were—the people and the places and the perfect 
verbs to describe what happened. Others are hazy, discolored, but I need them nevertheless. 
Where is my allegiance in these moments? To myself.  And the reconstructions I've battled with? 
These slips of reconstructing the colors of walls, the expressions of faces—what was said or left 
unsaid—have revealed more of myself than I've intended them to.  
 In the moments, when I tread the line between truth and what might be considered 
fictitious, I step away from the work and smoke one or two cigarettes, sometimes more, and sip 
my coffee. When confidence resurfaces, I return to the keyboard. Sometimes it's as if my hands 
aren't my own. They move on their own volition. I've had no other dreams to encourage me. 
Sitting next to Brittney with Emily pulling out a finished dish from the oven, proving they were 
waiting for me, in a false, fictitious, reality—it's precious to me. 
 My other motivation—these dangerous places the obsession with the past drags us to—I 
want to repeat the past, relive what I know can't be repeated, and revel in this dissidence. 
Preservation—the despicable and the beautiful.  
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They Were Lovers Once . . . And Young 
 Infants enter the world pleading for life, wailing for existence even through existence was 
never a choice on their part. Doctors or midwives catch the infants and coax them to wail if they 
aren't doing so already. Before birth, infants practice breathing air by breathing amniotic fluid, 
warm and familiar. The cries of an infant are the cries of air being forced into their lungs—
painful and stinging. Air is painful against newly exposed skin. Infants are instantly cold. 
 With the umbilical cord cut, infants are detached, bathed, wrapped, and measured; then, if 
lucky, brought to rest on their mother's breasts. Infants feel her heartbeat, but from the outside 
where nothing physically connects them to her.  
 Children are at the mercy of other children, family, and the space capsule called Earth. 
And Earth—nature—isn't kind. Bacterium, viruses, parasites, and less palpable things eat us 
slowly. But families—these are the people who watch us or neglect us. In that room, the room 
we enter the world—alone—people smile, people sigh in relief. Infants don't all plead for life. 
 My youngest sister, Becky, entered the world in 1996 with a carbon noose around her 
neck, an additional 21st chromosome, and an open valve in her heart. Her skin was the color of 
the deepest sea. She didn't cry for breath.  
Ultrasounds weren't routine back then as they are now. Experts theorized that the sonic 
waves damaged the fetus—peeking into the uterus was kept to a minimum. Would it have 
changed my parents' minds had they discovered their child, as my mother considered her fetus, 
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had developed Down's Syndrome and would have severe cerebral palsy? It wouldn't have. If 
Becky had known, why didn’t she fight for breath? 
 The additional 21st chromosome—the basic knitting of her genes had betrayed her. The 
cord nourishing her betrayed her. Doctors and my parents discussed a ventilator.  My mother 
would attempt anything to prolong Becky’s life, but my father had different convictions. A 
ventilator—the machine violently forces air into tiny lungs, with the potential for damage high. 
Infants could suffer breathing difficulties for the rest of their lives. We are fragile beasts during 
the early weeks, months, and years of life. Then we learn to use our tongues and change into 
creatures of a different sort. Teeth are lost and longer ones—sharper ones—fill the gaps in the 
gums. 
 The hole in Becky’s heart had to be fixed. Dacron, a fabric developed a year or so before, 
was the only option. The doctors and nurses fended off the reaper. My grandfather came up from 
Arizona to watch Bucky and Christine, my younger brother and sister, and myself. My mother 
and father flew to Portland with Becky to the nearest hospital which performed infant heart 
surgery, 2,493 miles away. The doctors closed the hole in Becky's heart and she stabilized. 
 My sister's survival was my mother's priority. There had to be a reason why Becky had 
these conditions and my mother traced Becky's aliments to a single glass of wine she drank while 
unaware of her pregnancy. The wine had nothing to do with Down’s Syndrome or cerebral palsy, 
but maybe God did. My mother turned to the church because of her sins, real or imagined. My 
father turned to no one. He told me constantly he was hell-bound. 
 Steve, the senior pastor of the church we attended, came to pray over my sister while my 
mother was at the hospital. My father passed him in the parking lot—glances exchanged and they 
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recognized each other. Steve knew of the battles my mother and father waged. My father decided 
never to attend the church again, feeling the congregation was turned against him.  
 The conflicts between my parents spread through prayer groups. Somehow, 
metaphysically tested and asserted in Scriptures, the more people beseeching God on the behalf 
of another's trauma, a struggle, or a sin ensures the pleas cross the material-spiritual divide and 
catch God's attention. I was taught God's answers come in three variations: yes, no, and wait. He 
covers all His bases.  
[2] 
 Even though my father worked at the Native Medical Center, a part of the Public Health 
Service, Becky was kept in an intensive care unit at Providence Hospital. The hallway leading to 
the room full of infants in incubators had once been white, but the paint suffered jaundice and 
had turned yellow. Light, pus-green stripes ran parallel down the hallway. I see the doors at the 
end of the hallway as a hidden closet where the worst fears of parents are hidden away. It 
smelled of baby formula tinted with the suggestion of death. 
 The creaky doors led to a tiny waiting room. A coffee table stacked with magazines 
dating years back and a television rested in the corner. Fifteen or so uncomfortable, pitch-black 
chairs, were welded together and set against the wall. Yellow foam bulged from the cracks in the 
upholstery. A stack of VHS tapes were piled beside the television in ripped cardboard covers or 
crushed plastic cases. Some videos didn’t have cases at all. Every time we visited, we popped in 
a video. 
 One of the videos missing its case was an episode from The Magic School Bus.  It was 
titled “The Magic School Bus Gets Lost in Space.” The film featured a small class of nine 
elementary students led by their teacher, Ms. Frizzle. The cartoon show followed the class who 
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took field trips aboard a bus that could shrink, expand, or change into exploratory vehicles. My 
siblings and I watched the class explore the solar system, visiting eight planets, to prove to 
Arnold's cousin, Janet, visiting from another school, that their field trips were "highly unusual." 
 When we arrived, I rushed over to the stacks of videos, looking for the tape, ejecting 
whatever movie had been previously watched by another concerned family. My father would 
wait with us, reading a magazine off the table while my mother went to see Becky.  
` I wanted to be like Carlos, one of the boys in Ms. Frizzle's class, who was smart, 
resilient, and slipped into leadership roles when opportunities presented themselves. He had 
control. However, I was closer to Arnold, the red haired boy with glasses always saying, I should 
have stayed home. The character—reluctant, easily frighten, dragged along on dangerous field 
trips, his objections overruled.   
 Throughout the field trip, Janet's amazement of leaving the terrestrial, the mundane, 
which should have been enough for anyone, endangered the class. Obsessed with proving she 
had left the Earth, she collected samples from each planet. On their last stop, Pluto, marking the 
edge of the abyss, she overloaded the space bus. Janet refused to leave her collection, forcing 
Arnold into action. To show what would happen to her if she stayed, he yanked off his helmet, 
ice encapsulating his head instantly, convincing her to return to earth. Arnold didn't die, but I 
understood he should have. 
It never occurred to me there were other children or parents who sat in this room and 
waited for one of the nurses to lead them through a stainless steel-plated decontamination room 
with a large sink over-hung with anti-bacterial soap dispensers for scrubbing fingertips to 
elbows. The rest of that room was stocked with ordered racks of hairnets, facemasks, and latex 
gloves.  
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 Years later, in an astronomy class, my professor would say the study of the universe was 
birthed from astrology—the necessity of tracking plants and stars to discern answers to the 
questions we ask about the present and the future to understand the past. Questions of fate and 
science intermingled with myth—the tools we use to navigate our lives. We have poor success. 
The idea the ancients had, my professor said, was if we could understand the big things above 
us, then maybe we could make sense of the small things happening in our lives. 
[3] 
 Depending on the visit, sometimes my siblings and I scrubbed down and saw our new 
sister. A single fluorescent light hummed along the length of the ceiling in the stainless steel 
room. We scrubbed our arms until the skin turned red, dried them with blue sanitized towels, and 
headed onto the ward into the dimly lit room. Incubators stretched down into the darkness the 
only sound was that of medical machines and the murmurings of nurses. I couldn't see the back 
wall due to height, or the size of the room, it seemed to go on forever. Occasionally, there were 
creaks of rocking chairs coming from the shadows.  
 We came to Becky's incubator. Heat lamps beamed down on her. Her face was the face of 
any infant I had seen. In months, in years, her face would change from those of us who don't 
have an additional chromosome, miss-formed in the most peculiar way. The headline and heart-
line on her palms were fused together. They ran straight across her palm, end to end. What would 
a palm reader have discerned? My parents grew more relieved after each visit.  
 I still think of Arnold standing on Pluto, with the stars above his head, pulling his helmet 
off—exercising his only power. What would the atmosphere of nothing smell like? Wouldn't it 
be refreshing to escape the air we share? Maybe it's the small events helping us understand the 
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big things in our lives. The die has long since been cast, the Rubicon crossed, as we plow ahead 
into our lives. 
[4] 
 After Becky came home with us, my mother burned every meal she cooked. Standing in 
the kitchen, she cooked each dish one at a time, as if she was concentrating intensely on thoughts 
having nothing to do with the present.  She watched green beans heat in a pot with a tray of rolls 
ready to be placed in the pre-heated oven. My mother decided to stay at home and raise us—she 
wanted to be a mother more than anything. She went from working part-time in the nursing field 
after I was born, to leaving thoughts of having an occupation entirely after Bucky arrived. The 
births of my sisters followed closely. 
 My father grew impatient with her incompetence at maintaining the house. What did she 
do all day besides dropping me off at school and returning home with my siblings? Looking after 
children is demanding work. But she slept a lot, hardly able to pull herself out of bed. With him 
at work, adding to their lack of communication, my father was in the dark. He didn't realize how 
far the household had decayed until it was too late. 
My father was preoccupied with finances and stressed from work. Patients shared their 
fear of anesthesia, being cut open, the percentages of their survival, and how the people in scrubs 
could be the last people they would see. So they would confess. Then there was the pyramid of 
command—frustration at the top flowed downhill, gathering momentum until it reached the 
scrub technicians. My father never took the frustration out on the technicians, he brought it home 
and it dribbled from my mother down to us.  
 One evening, my father sat at the dinner table with his elbows propped up, his hands still 
folded together after the family prayer. He then rested his head on his interlaced fingers. I 
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thought he was still praying. The skin on his forehead crinkled and his shoulders sagged as if he 
were carrying stones in a sack. The rest of us ate in silence, the food crunching between our 
teeth..  My mother dropped her fork on the table and lurched forward. Concern flooded her face. 
It was a burst of energy I hadn't seen her exercise for some time and I was frightened. 
 She said, "What's wrong?" 
 My father lifted his head and looked at her in exhaustion—more frightful than his anger. 
He opened his hands and a roll fell onto his plate. The top and bottom were black and the rest 
was a deep brown—it hit like a rock on the ceramic, spinning in place beside the mashed 
potatoes and dried out steak. My father maintained his pose. 
 My mother said, "God." 
 My father just muttered her name. 
 She cupped her forehead in her hand. My siblings and I stopped eating. The overhead 
light reflected off the surface of the table, revealing the scars in the wood from my heavy handed 
practicing of math and penmanship. Becky sat next to my mother, in a highchair, waiting for 
another spoonful of food, drool at the corner of her mouth.  
[5] 
 My father would take me along with him on his days off. I was just entering second 
grade. He would tune the radio to his favorite classic rock station as he drove his red Toyota 
truck. Songs about running with the devil, having a devil of a time, or doing devilish things 
blared from the speakers. Songs mentioning the devil took root in my mind and all I’d think of 
was my mother's lectures on the evils of secular music. I saw my father through my mother's 
eyes. My father would look out the windshield, glancing at me repeatedly, occasionally singing 
along to the lyrics. 
 
 
20 
   
 We'd start our trips at the Air Force Base, visiting the Lemon Lot. Here, after receiving 
redeployment orders, military families attempted to sell their cars, motorcycles, snowmachines, 
ATVs, and RVs. He'd circle through the rows of vehicles before finally parking the small truck 
to walk across the gravel. He'd read the information sheets posted on the windows of vehicles, 
peek inside to judge the condition of the interiors, then move on to look at the trailers. I could 
only study the tires, the paint jobs, the cracks in the windshields, and the accumulated scratches. 
He never purchased anything from the lot.  
 At times, he tested his wits against a representative. He liked the game of trying to lower 
the price of a vehicle to the bare minimum. His words terse and gruff, pretending he was 
frustrated. The representatives tried to maintain their smiles. My father attempted to break those 
expressions to have them honestly express their own frustration that would lead to honesty about 
their vehicles. It was one of the ways he relieved his stress. 
 Another frequent stop was the Yamaha dealership filled with snowmachines and dirt 
bikes.  He finally purchased a snowmachine, using it to escape the house during the winter 
weekends—putting distance between himself and my mother. After visiting dealerships, he 
would take me to an old diner, which burnt its coffee and added extra grease to meals, then drive 
around Anchorage, sometimes stopping at Blockbuster before heading home. This was when 
he'd talk to me, a single hand on the wheel. 
 "You're mother is sick. She isn't well." 
 I’d said, "I know." 
 "No, you don't understand. She's sick. Not physically sick, but sick." 
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 I would remain silent for a moment and then say, "She'll get better." It was more of a 
question than a statement of certainty. Then it would be my father's turn to become silent until 
the next stoplight. 
 "You have to help take care of her. Help with your siblings. They look up to you because 
you’re the oldest. You can't, and won’t, fight with them. They're family." 
 "I know." 
 "I do love your mother. I do. I married her because she was the woman I wanted to take 
care of. You have to understand, Charles, she wasn’t like this when I met her. I just don't think 
she loves me anymore." 
 "I'm sure she does."  
 These moments with my father were discomforting. He was right; I never understood 
what he meant about my mother’s sickness. Instead of bonding with my father, I felt I was 
consorting with the enemy. I hated those songs on the radio—they might welcome the devil into 
our lives and my father was inviting him. I didn't think he understood the danger he was placing 
us in. Frequently, he'd repeat, I'm hell-bound. 
My mother and I had similar conversations about their relationship, but never discussed 
her illness. These conversations my parents had with one another always ended with them 
questioning whether they were loved, but asserting they loved the other. I never could convince 
them that they were loved. I couldn’t fix the growing rift between them and my father would 
eventually talk about divorce. 
[6] 
 On a particular night, my father was packing his snowmachine equipment in Rubbermaid 
Action Packers with red latches. He started parking the tiny snowmachine trailer inside the 
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garage instead of my mother's vehicle. She had to warm up and scrape the ice off the windshield 
during the winter before driving me to school. I was short and light, so I perched myself on the 
single axel trailer, watching my father sort through his gear.  
 My father said, "Be careful." 
 He turned back to the Rubbermaid tubs and hefted them up onto metal racks.. I watched 
his shirt pull tight against the muscles of his back. He bent down to close one of the tubs, shifting 
the contents so the lid would snap shut. My father stopped. He pulled out a sheathed knife. 
 "Here, take it." 
 I held the knife in my hands and pulled the blade from the leather scabbard—the blade 
gleamed in the fluorescent lights. 
 My father asked, "Have you ever thought about killing me?" 
 I noticed how high—light—my voice was. "No . . ." 
 My father didn't change his expression. "Don't run your finger down the blade. Bring it 
across. If it rubs hard you know the knife is sharp." The knife was very sharp. 
 My father turned back to the Rubbermaid and scooted it to the side. I looked at where his 
kidneys would be. I wondered if I had enough strength to shove the blade through his skin. Why 
did he place this idea into my mind?  
 On a night my father didn't have to work the next day, he loaded ammunition. He had 
bolted a primer press to edge of a table. The shelves held the tiny weights, scales, brass, bullets, 
plastic sacks of primers, and bags of gunpowder. When my mother didn't force me to bed, I 
stayed up, sitting on a stepstool, and watched my father work. He'd carefully weigh the powder 
then funnel it into a casing.  
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 My father said, "You have to be careful. You don't want the bullet to blow up in the gun 
when you fire it." 
 After a time, my father's face would relax into a state of Zen.  Sometimes he let me punch 
the primers into the brass. I’d pull the lever with all my might as if I was working in an industrial 
facility. My father said, "These are explosives. Don't be so hard." 
 One night my father said, "Don’t be afraid of me." But I was afraid and yet I still wanted 
to be with him. He had said this many times before. "You know you can tell me anything. I'm 
your dad." But sometimes he told me he wasn’t my father.  
 When the clock turned midnight, my mother entered the garage and said, “Get to bed.”  
 Without looking at me, my father said, “Goodnight.” 
 He would wrestle with my sibling and me hard. My father gripped our kneecaps and 
squeezed to the point of pain, making his voice rough and repeating knee-knee, knee-knee! He 
dug his fingertips into our sides, between and on our ribs, making his voice rough and repeating 
intercostals! intercostals! He’d put us in wrestling holds, our bodies trapped underneath his mass 
and whisper into our ears, you're getting hot, you're getting hot. Soon we’d feel the 
psychologically induced heat. There were Indian burns on our forearms followed by water 
running over our skin. I learned where the pressure points of my body were. Now I look back on 
these matches with fondness and contemplate how pain and love can intertwine. 
[7] 
 When my parents would start yelling at each other in the kitchen, Bucky, Christine and I 
would move upstairs to our bedrooms. Bucky and I had Legos, action figures, and Lincoln Logs. 
Christine had a plastic kitchen. My father's voice grew in volume and my mother's followed.  
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My mother would retreat upstairs to the master bedroom with my father in tow. Our mother, her 
face wet, would tell us to go downstairs. On the way down, we'd pass our father. He’d grip the 
banister hard as he climbed the stairs, reached the room, and shut the bedroom door.  
An increasing change came over my mother and continued to deepen with the dark winters and 
the struggles of raising one, two, three, and then four children. Typical concerns exacerbated by 
misfiring neurons. She heard murders on the radio that weren't being broadcasted and my father 
remembers her telling him of hallucinations—the devil or a dentist's insides spilling out. My 
father still suspects she sees illusions. 
The 1990’s was a decade in the growth of medicines to help the neuro-atypical and the 
beginning of a paradigm shift in the understanding of the mentally afflicted. All the pills my 
mother took only elevated depression. Some cures are worse than the conditions—weight gain 
was followed by low body image. My father promised to take her to Hawaii if she lost fifty 
pounds. Pills and manipulative promises didn't help her. At the end of the decade, she stopped 
medication entirely. How do you deal with madness in all definitions of the word—the stigma of 
madness, being mad, the madness of others, or your own madness? 
 And the madness—how they fought. In the midst of one argument, as my siblings and I 
passed my father down the stairs, he pulled me aside and said, Sometimes, Charles, you have to 
bite your tongue. I mean literally with your teeth, to stop yourself from talking. I wondered if his 
mouth ever filled with blood. He also told me, be careful about what you write down because it 
can be used against you. 
 What did they discuss? My father being as my mother perceived men to be—my father 
conquering, chasing money, being a workaholic, and a man who gallivanted in the wilderness. 
One time he visited a strip club with his coworkers—the straw breaking the camel's back of their 
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marriage. However, the camel was persistent. It has kept trudging forward, pulling itself along 
with its front legs through the years. The strip club was the biggest sin my mother felt her 
husband had committed against her. My father would later say it was the worst mistake he made. 
When he snowmachined, he rode with a coworker—she was woman twenty-five years his senior. 
My mother feared, and accused him of sleeping with her. 
  My father did invite my mother to join him out on excursions, but she always refused. 
Before the marriage, she had always said yes. During the summer, he would ask her to go 
camping, but she refused except once when we went to Nancy Lake. There is a photograph of 
him holding Becky while sitting on a tree stump. He looks miserable and resigned and Becky 
looks lost. 
[8] 
 Soon, my mother began to pack Bucky, my sisters, and me in the Four-Runner and take 
us to the rental housing on base to escape further confrontations with my father. Bucky and I 
would explore the nooks and crannies of the apartments, waiting for the evening when my 
mother collapsed on the couch. We watched cable. My parents had severed the television from 
the outside world, attempting to improve our minds and bodies. We only watched video tapes. 
We played with a few toys we'd brought along. My father would return to an empty house. This 
happened frequently and would last for several days. 
 On two occasions, my mother left the house without forethought. She was in a hurry to 
leave, forgot her checkbook, and couldn't pay for the rental apartment on the Air Force Base. The 
second time, the rental office was closed. That night, she decided we would sleep in the four-
runner. We drove to the BX and wandered down the aisles, shopping for sheets and a foam pad. 
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  The BX was vacant, emptied of shoppers. Clerks pushed carts filled with products, racks 
of clothing, or empty boxes, restocking the shelves. My mother studied the selection of foam 
pads for a time, the same brands repeatedly, beyond reason. My legs burned from standing. She 
finally picked up a pad and we stopped at McDonalds. She drove around the base, looking for 
official camping grounds to park in as we ate in the vehicle. We ended on the side of a dirt road 
in the middle of the woods, somewhere between Fort Richardson and the Air Force Base.  
 Birches and evergreens surrounded us. Becky slept in her car seat, my mother reclined in 
the passenger seat, and the rest of us slept in the back on the foam pad. We bent our knees and 
twisted our necks to fit. The windows fogged over during the night from our breath and body 
heat. In the morning, Bucky, Christine, and I doodled in the condensation. We attempted to trace 
the perfect heart until our mother awoke.  
 My mother decided never to repeat that night. The next time we packed clothes and toys, 
we went to one of my friend's house from the elementary school. It was a Thursday night—the 
adults wanted us in bed resting for the morning. On the floor, in borrowed blankets and pillows, 
after tossing and turning, I crept downstairs. Both mothers faced each other, sitting cross-legged 
on the floor. My mother's friend wore baggy shorts and a shirt. Her thick, brown thighs were 
toned, smooth, and pleasant to look at. Her hair was full of body and pulled over her right 
shoulder. My mother listened to her as if she were a sage for they believed in the same God.  
  The woman said, "The devil knows when you're at your most vulnerable. At night, when 
you are tired. He knows how to use your weaknesses against you."  
 My mother nodded. I understood—an evil entity was taking a keen interest in our family. 
The women both prayed with fervor, warding off the devil, and then we returned home. My 
mother felt the devil's presence in the kitchen when washing the dishes or sitting in the silence of 
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the house. She would yell, violently, Satan, I rebuke you in the name of Jesus Christ! Get out of 
my house! I rebuke you! If she didn't feel safe after screaming once, she repeated herself. If 
Lucifer hadn't heard her the first time, he heard her on the fifth or sixth as she raised her voice. 
The only safe place was the church we attended. My father didn't know about these private 
battles against The Morning Star and his rebellious angels. 
[9] 
 My mother was granted a restraining order after claiming my father attacked her. The 
truth is vague—true to my mother, untrue to my father, but legally upheld. I don't remember 
bruises. Spousal rape? Could she have been hit with fists where her clothes would hide it? My 
father says he never physically touched her. I believe him. My mother called the cops and my 
father left and lived in a hotel room for several weeks.  
 After she had made the call to the police, my mother came downstairs, bent her knees 
right to the carpet, placed her cold hands on my shoulders, and said, "Run over to Sam's, Just 
go!" There was such urgency in her eyes, pressure in her grip, and her voice was commanding as 
if to save my life.  
 I sprinted from the house to the duplex where my friend lived. His mother met me at the 
door. She smelled of cigarettes. She spent her time sitting in bed, a book propped on her lap, a 
cigarette between her fingers, and an ashtray on the nightstand. She walked me to Sam's room, 
where he was waiting, and we studied his Ninja Turtle action figures. I always envied them.  
 As we fiddled with his toys, a squad car pulled up to the driveway of my house. I don't 
know why Bucky and Christine hadn't been sent along with me. Now, I picture two officers 
opening the doors of their cruiser wearing thick leather belts around their waists. Those belts—
carrying a long Mag Light loaded with four D-batteries, an instrument of illumination, easily 
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turned into a baton, holstered glocks to the right, and a radio and a pair of handcuffs hanging 
behind. I see them entering the house looking for my father, peeking behind the corners of the 
hallway and the rooms. 
 When it was time for me to return home, Sam asked about the cops. What cops? All I 
could think of was cops and robbers Sam and I played in the nearby woods. The day after I 
retreated to Sam's, his mother bought me Raphael in a white astronaut suit with a detachable 
American flag and a removable helmet. I cherished it until I lost the tiny pieces belonging to the 
toy, then the toy itself.  
 My mother changed the locks of the front and back doors of the house to stop my father 
from entering. She hunched down on her knees, eye level with the doorknob, and struggled with 
the screwdriver. She was clumsy. She pressed the screwdriver down, twisted, and then would 
grab a different size. These hands had painted the window of the walk in closet looking over the 
neighborhood. She covered the glass with purple, red, and pink flowers with vibrant green stems 
and leaves. I had no idea she was artistic—creation from nothing. Screwdrivers were tools of a 
different trade. 
 To me, changing the locks was a trick, like the times my father would hide my plate of 
food in his lap or in vacant seat at a restaurant when I disappeared to the restroom. Everyone was 
in on the joke. My father wasn't in on this one.  
 I imaged my father coming home that night trying to slip the key into the lock—jiggling 
it back and forth. He'd have the key up to the hilt in the slot, but unable to turn in the dark, chilly 
night. If we weren't inside the house, the thought might have been funny. 
 After several weeks, my mother took my father back, breaking the restraining order. My 
father, under the guise of wanting to see my siblings and me, talked my mother into meeting at a 
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small park. We ran to meet him and he hugged us. He pushed us in swing sets and followed us 
down a towering slide. My mother remembers him standing next to her while watching us, 
talking his way back into the house, which he accomplished, which cancelled the restraining 
order. 
[10] 
 My mother always took us to church. To her, she was giving us a gift. Before we left the 
church, one of the youth pastors would kneel beside me. Where my father was emotionally 
distant, this man was attentive. If I looked up from the floor, we could look each other in the 
eyes. My father's voice was interwoven with frustration and bewilderment. This pastor's voice 
was soft and understanding. I see him almost on the verge of tears. My father's face masked in 
blank expressions, should’ve been curled in pain and loneliness. My father’s expressions 
contrasted with the pastor's. There were lines with wrinkles able to express endless sympathy. 
This man's pain was different. It was derived from love, not from the lack of. An individual 
ultimately unable to ease children's pain from being caught between parents. He knew things 
about my family life I couldn't—didn't—comprehend. 
 With a hand on my shoulder, he would say, "Let me pray for you." 
 I was frightened. My father asked me if I spoke about him at church and if I told people 
he was mean. I truthfully replied that I didn't. How does a child communicate this? I resolved 
never to talk about what happened between my parents. I began to anticipate this pastor seeking 
me out.  
 There were thirty or so other children sitting in seats who had parents who fought as 
wildly as mine did, yet I was being given this attention. Or did their parents fight? The pastor 
must know things, I thought, new things every week. I felt shame and would focus on my shoes 
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whenever the pastor approached. I would finally look up from my feet only after he closed his 
eyes and sent a message to God. 
 I had no friends at church because they were already friends with one another. School 
was different. The giant room of the kids' church was filled with excitement. These peers of 
mine, who wore the latest fashions, sharing the same spiritual identity, all baptized, laughed and 
joked amongst themselves. This community—impenetrable for me. I've never been baptized. 
The youth pastor finally convinced me to climb atop the stage when my peers shared prayer 
requests.  
 The line of children extended down the aisle of folding chairs with fabric backs and seats. 
They requested prayers for injured pets, diseased family members, upcoming tests at school, 
sprained or broken ankles from skiing. Some prayers were for parents or friends who didn’t 
attend church—those in danger of damnation.  
 I had nothing of such importance. I had no cancer ridden relatives. Our dog was full of 
vitality. My bones weren't broken and I wasn't suffering from a sprain. However, a year later my 
father would play tag-ball with me. He'd throw the red dimpled ball with all his strength, which 
struck my palm, cracking my wrist. That would have been a good prayer request—asking God to 
speed up the mending of bone. 
 The same children, always the same children who understood spiritual politics, lined up. I 
slipped in line and waited for my turn at the microphone. The weight of the microphone 
surprised me. I held it close to my lips. The faces of my peers blurred together—the audience 
turned into a single entity. I turned my eyes down to the stage, covered in carpet. 
 My whisper boomed in the dead silence, "I want my parents to stop fighting. I want my 
sister to be normal."   
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 I was done. I mistook confession for prayer. I almost broke into a rant—I want my mother 
to stop screaming at me to do the dishes. Those screams were blood curling as if she were being 
killed. I would continue my rant. I want to be smarter. I don't want to be fat. I want to be cool. I 
want, I want, I want . . . 
 I compartmentalized my life: school, church, time with Sam, home. They were distant 
from each other as Pluto is from Earth.  I never crawled to the microphone again. 
[11] 
 My mother wanted to change her life so she asked a pastor to re-baptize her to reaffirm 
her commitment to God. She scheduled for a Saturday afternoon when the church was vacant. I 
was there to witness. She changed into a one-piece swimsuit and pulled a white gown over her 
body. I held her watch and gold necklace with a cross hanging from it. There wasn't a wedding 
ring for me to hold. My mother sat in the tub, legs outstretched, arms crossed over her chest, 
holding one of the pastor's hands. His goatee was salt and pepper and hair buzzed short. 
 He asked, "Do you accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior, recognize the Holy Ghost, and 
the Father, that they are one in the same and you must be born again? Do you commit your life to 
Him?" 
 "I do." 
  The pastor slipped his right hand between my mother's shoulder blades, dunked her, and 
pulled her from the water. The gown stuck to her body. My mother expected an instant change. 
She did have more optimism the following weeks and her limbs were more relaxed. This 
dissolved. Water alone can't wash our bodies. The blood of Christ—regeneration through 
violence—was better than soap, my mother thought.   
[12] 
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 I didn't do well in elementary school. My mother awoke late, dressed my brother and 
sisters, stopped at McDonald's, and bought me an egg and sausage biscuit with a hash brown. By 
the time we reached the school, the doors were already open and the classes started. I often 
received tardy marks. 
 Mathematics was beyond me and my spelling was atrocious. I enjoyed the small library 
at the school and read books I mostly understood. When my father asked about my day, I 
described every event that took place during recess. I was pushed around by boys from another 
class. My friends engaged in the small scuffles and enjoyed them. My father considered this 
getting into fights, but the boys never made fists or threw sucker punches. After school, I’d wait 
outside, pacing back and forth through the snow, usually for twenty or thirty minutes. I timed it 
with how far along a Christian radio program was that my mother listened to on the drive. 
 My family moved to another house in 1998—the south side of Anchorage. My mother 
wasn't impressed with the new home, but to me it was a fresh start. The walls were different. The 
faucets sounded different. The house smelled different. The neighborhood was spread out. My 
parents stopped arguing as we packed belongings in cardboard boxes. They had a common goal. 
 Another goal they began to share was the idea of pulling Bucky and me from public 
education. My low scores on report cards and the urging of my teachers, who believed I had a 
learning disability, to place me in special education classes concerned my father. He believed the 
teachers were at fault. Evolution disappeared from my scholastic vocabulary. The Earth was 
10,000 years old or so. My mother pulled Becky out of the special education programs she had 
been enrolled in. My father agreed with this transition, but his motivations were strictly to 
improve my understanding of arithmetic, chemistry, and physics. The literature included in the 
curriculum was minimal.  
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 Sometimes we were enrolled in swimming lessons, but nothing for extended periods of 
time. AWANAs, a youth program at church, took place every Wednesday night for two and half 
hours. This was our one constant extra-curricular activity.  
[13] 
 They had been lovers once and young under the Reagan administration. My father's hair 
was pure black, his muscles toned and abdomen flat.  My mother's hair was a sedated red, which 
glistened in the sun—I’ve seen photographs. Her skin was white as soap. Their brains were just 
winding down from their second developmental stage. Their brains were prepared for the prime 
years of life.  
 My father found himself studying nursing in Galveston where the air was humid and 
salty. The first day of class, my father saw my mother. She wore a blue sundress. The hemline 
fell above her knees. If the wind blew, the fabric would wrap itself about her body, her curves. 
I'm imagining this--I see her in flats with ankles exposed glasses resting on her nose, and her hair  
undone. My father becomes intrigued and undone himself in a different way. 
 She was pursuing a PhD candidate who was only into his studies. She never had a 
chance. The woman in the blue sundress never studied for the exams. She took notes during 
lectures and was always in the top five percent—a razor sharp mind. After class, my father 
studied all night long just to make it into the top fifteen percent. My father typed my mother's 
papers. Late nights with one another, the clacking of a typewriter, mugs of coffee, Latin words—
body parts. Knowing the names of each other's body parts. After finishing their program, my 
mother found a position with a Shriners hospital. My father found a job in South Dakota, Pine 
Ridge, a Native American reservation.  
 
 
34 
   
 He wrote her letters—I found them in an old cardboard box, buried in the back of a 
closet, dusted over, with keepsakes scribbled on the lid in permanent marker. Bucky, Chelsea my 
wife, Blair my daughter, and I were visiting my parents. I dug through the contents of the box 
while my family slept. My parents upstairs, Christine in the living room, Becky—turned 
insomniac—lying in bed. Her health was deserting her slowly. She had passed her life 
expectancy years before. My parents slept in separate beds upstairs.   
 My father's handwriting verges on illegible scribbles. The letters are always composed 
during the witching hour. The paper they had been written on, or typed on, crinkled. They should 
have been in a dresser drawer instead of a cardboard casket.  
I went to Bucky and placed a hand on his shoulder, gently waking him. He hooked up a 
scanner and we hurried to digitize as many letters as we could in case my mother made her 
sporadic wanderings through the house. She would check on Becky, making sure she wasn't 
walking through the house or sitting up in a rocking chair, and then she would wander around 
herself. I have seen Becky rock herself in the middle of the night. She looks like an apparition. 
[14] 
  I imagine my father at a desk in a tiny one room apartment with a kitchen near the front 
door. It wasn't until he had written several letters that he wrote that commitment does scare me  . 
. . marriage is a declaration . . . a man and a woman have found a common ground of love and 
sharing each other's life and with this love and affection the life continues the role of knowing 
each other to the extent of sacrificing each other's life so the other may continue life as we know 
it. With this reunion the intention is for the other to compromise so that the other remains free to 
continue the dreams that the person has . . . I want to hear your voice, but I'm sure that you are 
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asleep right now. I know everything will work out OK. O Hell I'm going to call you anyway. It 
was so good just to hear your voice. It is now 11:30 so I must hurry and get this in the mail.  
My father didn't have a landline in his apartment. He had to find a payphone—the 
apartment office, a gas station, a bus stop. How far did he walk? 
 My mother was hesitant to reveal emotions to my father. Repetitively he wrote Please 
talk to me when I get there. There is nothing wrong with open communication with me. 
Sometimes I forget that there is another person I must think about instead of my foolish self. His 
fear, generated from the distance between them, self-imposed isolation from his lover, fueled his 
anxiety. He feared she didn't understand what he was asking of her.  
 My father made plans as only a lover can make: I withdrew the money in Oregon, that 
should give us another $1300 in the bank. I guess we need to buy [us] a big QUEEN size water 
bed or a box spring. Since man spends about 33% of his life supine or lateral or prone a soft 
spot is needed. Of course we need it for our play time. Optimism didn't always last. He attended 
school to better himself, to make money, and yet, he had never been this poor in his life. Several 
thousand dollars of student debt was crippling him. 
 But my mother had obligations of her own—a yearlong commitment to the Shriners 
hospital in Texas. I do not know the best way that you can resign except tell the truth and why 
you are leaving. There is nothing wrong in getting married and moving to another location—the 
next paragraph breaks off—Right now Blondie is playing on the tape player, I have coffee 
brewing and it's raining outside. He asked this girl, the girl in the blue sundress, to step off solid 
ground, to fall, until he could catch her. 
 The summer of '87 my parents eloped. My mother returned to her job and my father 
returned to the reservation. My father didn't call his parents until three days later to tell them he 
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was married. My parents were starry eyed, the Earth dividing them, the Earth against them, the 
Earth for them. We need to start telling people that we are married and this includes the people 
in Galveston. Who cares about what they think. We'll be together and they will not even care 
about it. You must find out what your parents think of their newest son-in-law after what they did 
to their youngest daughter. My mother waited five days before contacting her family. My 
grandmother told her, you have a new master now. 
 Alone in his room, with Blondie, with coffee, with the rain outside—for I cannot picture 
the weather any other way—sadness must have overcome him. He feared my mother wouldn't 
manage living on the reservation. I'm just wondering if I'll be divorced in one year because of 
your unhappiness. Please do not be afraid of this place, we both said we would work here and 
we must. Our marriage will either strengthen or suffer, if we become [introverted] we will suffer. 
My father didn't know he was talking about Alaska, talking about what would happen in the 
future, the isolation my family would place themselves in lay ahead. 
 At the end of this particular letter—a single line—I'm sorry that you were so sick, 
perhaps your nerves are on the edge. Please ignore what I said if you were pregnant or not. A 
child would alter plans, add expenses, be a burden, and add an additional obligation. Six months 
later my mother would be pregnant, my father would consider abortion, silently, around my 
mother—the best solution to the problem. He was angry. I was born. 
 The next letter he wrote, jokingly, we have now been married for one week plus eight 
hours. Here I've abandoned my wife, abused her mind and body and left her all my bills. I'd say 
we are off to a good start for a modern day novel. I don't know where his dramatics had come 
from or why they disappeared—this man who wrote his lover, consummated their love, who then 
married his lover, who then fathered his lover's children. I'll stop drinking before I call you and 
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calling late at night. Seems we are getting mad at each other for no reason except about talking 
about divorce and that [you’re] not here.  
 My father ends each letter after this one in variations of please hurry and come up to SD 
to your husband. All my love xxxooooxoxoxoxox. Sometimes he drew hearts. My father has since 
misplaced the ability to speak of love in this way. Sometimes we lose things throughout life, 
fingers and limbs, organs, sight, hearing—sometimes what is lost is impalpable and there aren’t 
any donors. After my birth, my father returned to school and studied to become a nurse 
anesthetist. Nightly, he locked himself in the study.  
My father wanted to work in Alaska. I must admit, you will be the one that will make the 
most sacrifice. Leaving Texas, a new job, Going away to a strange place. . . . I feel that I urge 
you into a decision. If there is any doubt of anything, it would hurt us in the long run. Once he 
received his assignment from the Corps, he called my mother and exclaimed, We're moving to 
Alaska! My mother's reaction—I see her holding the phone to her cheek, gripping the cord with 
her left hand, her face sullen, already knowing they were leaving, for the Corps had reached her 
first—said, I know. Then, we moved to Alaska. I was four years old.  
I find beauty in the letters between this man and woman, full of hope as full of despair. 
They shared the suspicion they would grow apart—finding worlds of their own. I wish I had 
known this couple—watched them, sat on the docks looking out over the Gulf of Mexico, 
drinking beer, sharing plans, and dreams. A final scrap of paper I found in the box written in my 
mother's handwriting—spend more time with Charles. 
[15] 
 There is a man and a woman. The man is driving—a Toyota Celica—down a highway. 
They travel fast. Seventy-five miles an hour. It is a straight stretch. Where is it? South Dakota. 
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Texas. Arizona. I picture desert. The windows are rolled down. The radio is playing. Scenery 
flashes by. Cactus or empty plains? The woman is wet. 
 She slides off her panties, drops them to the floorboard, raises her skirt, and slips across 
the gearshift. Maybe she pulls down jeans and she is wearing nothing underneath. The man puts 
the car in cruise control. The woman unzips his jeans, finds what she is looking for. They make 
love at seventy-five miles an hour. The watches on their wrists tick. The future is coming, the 
future has passed, and the future is coming.  
 And where was I? I was in the backseat, too young to remember, and new to the Earth 
under the care of these lovers. And lovers make bad parents and parents make bad lovers.  
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The Birds and the Beasts 
One night, when I was five or six, I couldn't sleep. It still doesn't come easily to me. 
Night is the time when the thoughts of the day, the week, or moments from the year invade. That 
night, I decided to visit my parents, because it might ease my mind. Holding on to one of my 
blankets, I climbed down from the top bunk bed. My brother had fallen asleep, so the creaking of 
the wood didn't disturb him. 
 The blanket was patterned with sheep and I had had it since I was a toddler. My father 
called it my security blanket and urged me to separate from it. I would take it along with me to 
sleepovers and one summer to Solid Rock Bible Camp, when I was twelve, hiding it in my 
pillowcase. Shortly afterwards I did manage to be able to sleep without the blanket, but I kept it 
in my dresser, neatly folded.  
   I maneuvered through our messy bedroom—toys scattered everywhere with only a 
narrow path leading to the door and another leading to the toy box. Once in the hallway, I saw 
light under the door of the master bedroom. I wouldn't feel bad about waking my parents up to 
explain I was still up and that sleep was impossible.  
 I turned the knob and walked in, passing the walk-in closet and restroom. I heard the 
ruffling of blankets. I turned the corner and saw my father atop of my mother. His back was bare 
and his muscles contracted and relaxed several times under his skin. I thought he was wrestling 
with my mother the way he would wrestle with my siblings and me. 
 My mother saw me and said his name. 
 My father turned his head in my direction—he threw himself off my mother, back to his 
side of the bed, and the mattresses bounced. A flash of flesh—my mother pulled the sheets up to 
her neck. They were naked. 
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 I hid my face with my blanket, down from my nose, to my cheeks, covering my mouth. I 
was red with embarrassment and couldn't control my expressions that fluctuated from laughter to 
horror.  
 My father said, "What do you want, Charles?" 
 "I can't sleep." 
 He said, "Just go back to bed." 
 My mother said, "Just lay in your bed and close your eyes and be still." 
 I did what I was told. 
 The next night, after school, my father took me to the garage to help him organize some 
of his belongings. There wasn't anything for me to do. I was too weak to move anything. I 
climbed atop of the snowmachine and sat on its vinyl seat. 
 Without looking at me, my father said, "Last night, why were you hiding your face?" 
 "I don't know." 
 "It was because your mother and I were naked, right?" 
 "Yes." 
 My father said, "I don't know why you were embarrassed. Ashamed. That's the word. 
Sometimes that's what adults do. It's natural. You need to knock on the door from now on. You 
can go back inside now." 
 I was still shocked and now embarrassed by my embarrassment. I didn't understand what 
a man and a woman would take off their clothes for. At school, we had been taught about respect 
and that boys and girls had different private parts that shouldn't be shared. We had even watched 
a video with a narrator following a little girl who had been playing in the sprinkler in a hot 
afternoon. The neighbor invited her inside and suggested she should dry off. He offered her a 
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towel to wrap herself once she pulled off her wet swimsuit. The narrator explained the danger 
she was in and we watched her leave the house and return home. Private parts were to remain 
private. We were responsible for our bodies. 
[2] 
 My father's favorite restaurant was Philip's International Restaurant. It must have 
reminded him of different times and a far off place he used to dine at during his previous life—
before his family. Just inside the restaurant stood an arcade Claw Crane full of bright pink and 
green stuffed animals. Next to it was a wood-carved waiter smiling joyfully with red flushed 
cheeks holding a menu. In the 50's, it might have been charming. When I looked at it, I only saw 
a waiter whose face held something of enmity. A golden colored antique cash register sat next to 
the modern register the waitresses used. My father tried never to eat at a franchise where 
everything was clean. He liked to feel he could touch the walls and not be afraid of damaging 
anything.  
 The waitresses of the restaurant were older, slightly overweight, and had tattoos running 
from their forearms to their shoulders. I could make them out through their white button up 
shirts. They looked desperate and I felt a twinge of guilt because my family was well off. If they 
had once taken their job as a temporary position, it was no longer temporary.  
 But there were some signs of wealth. The new owner of the restaurant wore a thick gold 
chain low around his neck, a gold watch strapped to his wrist, rings on his fingers. His skin was 
slightly inked, head shaved, and he wore expensive clothing. My father had frequented the 
restaurant so often that the owner always recognized him immediately, and led us to our seats. 
Once we were seated, he filled our mugs with coffee and brought glasses of water. 
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 I must have been in second grade when my father brought me to Philip's and said, 
"There's rumors this man killed someone in Europe." 
 "Did he?" 
 "There's rumors, but that's why some people think he moved here." 
 A killer turned small restaurant owner. My imagination ran wild. I couldn't see this man 
putting a gun to someone's head and pulling the trigger. Boom-splat. Perhaps he did, maybe to 
several people. The skin of his face, creased with middle age, was soft as if he were becoming a 
grandfather.  
 Soon after, my father brought the entire family to the restaurant on a Sunday afternoon 
after church. My father rarely went, and when he did, it was usually motivated by getting errands 
done after the sermon. We were seated in the back, away from the smoking section, where the 
booth was shaped like a horseshoe.  
 The back wall was carpeted in different colored fabrics—dark earthy browns, greens, and 
yellows—portraying a mountain vista. My mother peered at the menus, desperately trying to 
make a decision.  My father pretended to study the selection of food—he always ordered the 
same thing—trying to create camaraderie between the two of them. My siblings and I already 
knew what we wanted. 
 The waitress came by with a pot of steaming coffee and a high chair for Becky. My 
mother scooted her from her lap and worked Becky's legs into the seat, buckling her in. The 
waitress asked, "Are you all ready to order?"  
 I looked from the waitress's face to Becky's and back to her. If the waitress had any 
reaction to my sister’s retardation, it didn't appear on her face. For some reason, occasionally, I 
felt shame because of my sister. The waitress called us all honey and called Becky sweetie. 
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 My father said, "We need just a bit more time."  
 The waitress poured the black liquid into their mugs, asked what me and my siblings 
wanted to drink, left with a smile, and returned with milk for Becky and coke for the rest of us. 
My mother scratched open a packet of liquid creamer, pinching the plastic as she poured it into 
the mug, reached for her spoon, and stopped. She studied the aluminum, the curve of the spoon 
as if looking into a mirror.  
 "This looks dirty." 
 She handed the spoon to my father who looked at it once, placed it back on her napkin 
alongside the fork and knife, pulled it over to his place, and then handed my mother his set. 
These were my mother’s ways of silent protest—the smallest inconveniences became arguments 
against my father's decisions.  
 The waitress came by for the fourth time. 
 My mother said, "I'll take the liver." 
 We ordered chicken strips for Becky, burgers for Bucky and me, shrimp for Christine, 
and a skillet for my father. The waitress scribbled our orders on a tiny pad, and then disappeared. 
I slurped half my coke down before the food was delivered. 
 I looked up from the straw and saw my father's attention focused on my mother. Usually, 
he would tell me not to drink the coke all in one go. Instead, he glanced quickly in my direction 
and gave me a smile that other people would perceive as grimace. He sincerely meant these 
smiles, but they always seemed painful for him. Melancholy is the word that comes to mind. 
Dimples surfaced in his cheeks. My father wanted this moment to be perfect, a moment the 
family would look back on with fondness—he wanted my mother to enjoy herself.  
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 She was uncomfortable. What I am trying to say is that my mother didn't like leaving the 
house and it took her hours to make decisions concerning purchases—either at the grocery store 
or when she took my siblings and me shopping for clothes. My father was trying. 
 Shortly, the waitress brought out our orders. My mother's plate reeked. The slab of liver 
was the color of shiny, congealed fat that collects at the edges of cooked steak. My mother 
hesitantly sliced the liver into bite-sized pieces, speared it with her fork, and placed it into her 
mouth. Lines appeared on her face. She was determined to hide her mistake.  
 My father leaned over and said, "You can order something else if you want." 
 "It's okay. I wanted to try it. I ordered it." 
 I said, "It kinda stinks." 
 My father glared at me and my mother said, "It's liver. This is what it smells like." 
 I ate my cheeseburger quickly, breathing through my mouth until I had finished it. My 
mother then began to rip up tiny pieces of fried chicken strips for Becky. 
 After slurping down the first coke, finishing off the refill, I asked my brother and sister to 
scoot from the booth. My brother and sister were closer to each other than I was to them. They 
were the ones who played together. Perhaps it was the slight age difference and that I was in 
school, amongst my own peers with my own friends. My siblings and I never talked about our 
family, but they might have talked amongst themselves.  
 My father asked, "Where you headed?" 
 "To the restroom." 
 "Come right back." 
 I was glad to put distance between the partially eaten liver and myself. I turned at the 
cash register and walked down a short hallway opposite the entrance. The thinly carpeted floor 
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stopped and turned to black painted plywood. The soles of my shoes stuck to the surface. I 
pushed open the door to the men's room, found it empty, smelling of urine, stepped up to the 
yellow stained  urinal, and unzipped my fly. Urine flowed and covered the pink urinal cake.  
 The door opened. I turned my head and saw a man with a white beard draped over his 
belly slouch in. He had a crooked nose and permanent crow's feet stretching from the corners of 
his eyes, ending in sharp points. I turned back to the urinal and followed the man with my 
peripheral vision. I expected him to head straight to the toilet stall. Instead, he leaned on the pink 
colored walls providing privacy to the men who sat on the toilet. The pink stall was bolted to the 
tiled wall, which was close to the urinal. He was half a step behind me. I glanced at him. His belt 
buckle was similar to my father's but engraved with dangerous symbols—an impression. Maybe 
they were skulls. Maybe they were angels with wings. He wore his leather jacket open, a stained 
white undershirt tucked into dirty jeans, supported the flab of his belly. He peered over my 
shoulder, studying my shaft and head poking from my zipper. His breathing was labored—I 
assumed from age or cigarettes. I flexed the muscles around my bladder and urine rushed faster.  
 I left the restroom without flushing or washing my hands. The fine, invisible hair of my 
arms and neck tingled. I didn't know the complex and wide spectrum of human sexuality. Now, I 
believe my father was right when he told me there are people who would hurt you out in the 
world.  
 My mother's plate was empty by the time I made it back to the table. I became acutely 
aware of the crowded restaurant. Conversations were to the point of earache—words 
indiscernible except for laughter. I finished my French-fries one at a time, dipping them into a 
mound of ketchup, until they were lathered in red and cold. I looked at my mother. 
 "How was the liver?" 
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 My father said, "It's an acquired taste, Charles." 
 My mother said, "It was just fine. I'm not ordering it again. I think they did it wrong." 
 I thought of the man with the crooked nose back in the restroom and said, "You know, it's 
a poison filter. Can we go?" 
 My mother rested her head in her palms, elbow resting on the table. "Don't say 'you 
know.' It's not good speech. Your sister isn't done." 
 Becky looked bored, slowly picking at her food the way I picked at my own plate. I 
wanted to escape the building. My father drank his coffee. When we finally walked out of the 
restaurant, I looked at the booths and dining bar, searching for the man. I walked close to my 
father. I didn't wait for him to pay for the meal—I just wanted for us to escape so I followed the 
rest my family to the car. 
[3] 
 By sixteen, I weighed over two-hundred pounds. My father saw it coming. In second 
grade, my father remarked at how folds of my flesh leaked over my swimsuit during a girl's 
birthday at the Air Force Base's swimming pool. She had invited the whole class. Infatuation was 
too strong a word for what I felt for the birthday girl. I wanted her recognition—just to be 
noticed. The other children were sleeker and more athletic. By fourth grade, I had gained more 
weight and I felt the cards were already stacked against me.  
 And it was difficult. I became erect while sitting in class as the teacher would pontificate 
on mathematics or segments from history. My crotch became sweaty while out in the summer 
sun or in the gymnasium during the winter. When I spoke, sometimes my voice would go silent. 
Puberty was a slow process for me. This was what my father wanted to talk to me about as he 
 
 
47 
   
drove me to Philip's International on a weeknight. We climbed out of the truck and walked 
inside. The feelings I had about the wood carved waiter hadn't dissipated through the years.  
 The mobster, or not-mobster, greeted us in his accented voice. 
 "Two?" 
 My father held up two fingers in reply. 
 "Non-smoking?' 
 "Correct." 
 The owner led us to the back seating of the restaurant, near to where our family had sat 
when my mother had ordered the liver. This window looked out to a busier street, headlights and 
taillights passed back and forth on the dark road. The owner brought us two glasses of water.  
 "The waitress will be right with you." 
 My father smiled. "Thank you."  
 The restaurant was atypically empty. The building was being neglected. It was the little 
details betraying decrepitude. The decorative railings weren't being wiped, the golden chrome 
collecting long scratches, and the windows hadn't been shined. My father raised the glass to his 
mouth and the ice clinked against the rim and his teeth. We both reached over to the mugs 
resting on paper sliders and flipped them up.  
 My father said, "I like that they just give you water without asking. Do you know what 
sex is?" 
 The waitress approached from behind my father and my face flared red as if they were 
brake lights on a truck. She carried a pot of coffee in her right hand and notepad in her left. My 
father turned at the sound of her steps. The waitress filled our mugs. 
 "Do you need time deciding what you want?" 
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 "Skillet. Eggs over easy. Wheat, but easy on the butter." 
 "You got it. And you, hun?" 
 "A cheeseburger with fries." 
 She smiled, set the pot of coffee on the edge of the table, scribbled on her pad, dropped it 
into her apron, then picked up the pot, and said, "Coming up." 
 She briskly walked away, though there was no hurry. I reached over to the tray that held 
packets of cane sugar. I grabbed two, ripped the paper seal, poured the contents into the black 
coffee, unrolled the napkin from the silverware, rubbed the spoon with my shirt, and stirred the 
coffee.  
 My father watched me stir the sugar, and said, "You need to watch your weight. About 
my question?" 
 What I knew of sex, I knew from third grade when two of my friends described watching 
a television show with a man and a woman, under covers, presumably naked, groaning and 
kissing one another. These boys mimicked the noises they had heard and contorted their lips in 
the air as if kissing, their mouths open, and their tongues rotating like propellers. That's what sex 
is, one of the boys said, but we didn't know about what actually happened underneath the space 
between the sheets lovers shared. The mechanics—grinding, the arching of backs, the 
thumping—accumulating in pleasure which sounded like pain. 
 "A little bit," I said. 
 My father leaned forward in the booth. I wrapped my fingers around the hot mug of 
coffee. He lowered his voice.  
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 "A man and woman," he paused while taking a sip from his coffee and tightened his lips, 
"When a man and a woman love each other, sometimes they have sex. They get naked. To make 
a child. You understand?" 
 I nodded, "Yes." I thought this would end the conversation. 
 My father leaned back in the booth, took another swig, and studied the table. "You 
actually don't know do you?" 
 "No." 
 Hunching over the table, my father placed his palms flat on the surface. His face 
constricted. He used this expression to communicate seriousness as if his blunt speech lacked the 
ability to do so.  
 "Okay. Start at the beginning. Bodies change. The brain gets signals to release hormones. 
In the male, the voice drops, armpit and pubic hair grows, and testicles descend. With females, 
it's different. They grow hair but they develop breasts and once a month—" 
 The waitress returned carrying two plates. My father cleared his throat. My face was still 
hot.  
 "Here's the skillet, here's the cheeseburger. Is there anything else I can get you gents?" 
 My father said, "Tabasco." 
 "Sure thing." 
 My father watched her leave until she was out of earshot.  
 "They bleed as the lining in the uterus is discharged. It's called a menstruating or a 
period." 
 I thought about endings of sentences. I bit into the burger and watched an older couple 
being seated a booth away from us. Their hair was white and they wore dark clothing. They slid 
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into the booth as if their knees were rusty hinges. It was already hard to hear my father's voice 
and this conversation was too public. What if these older people heard my father talking?  Low 
volume conversations attract more attention. 
 "Now, when the male gets aroused, the penis fills with blood. The woman excretes 
lubrication. The penis is inserted into the vagina. When the male reaches climax, he ejaculates 
semen." 
 I was becoming aroused by the thought of being aroused. Was I sick? The restaurant was 
filling up with taxi drivers and motorcyclists. They all knew about sex. 
 "And the semen, the sperm in the semen, swim towards the egg. And it fertilizes it. The 
woman has the egg, not like a chicken egg. Doesn't hatch. The sperm caries half of genetic code 
and the egg caries the other half. A sperm will be carrying either an X or Y chromosome. That's 
what makes the baby a boy or a girl. You have an XY chromosome." 
 I took a hug bite of the cheeseburger and chewed. Mustard, mayonnaise, and grease 
dripped from my chin. The waitress approached. 
 "How is everything? Is everything good?" 
 My father looked up at her. His face tinged with blush. I had never seen him blush. He 
smiled as innocently as he could. "Yes, we're doing just great." 
 She smiled too and left. 
 "Next time, Charles, signal when she comes." 
 I looked at the people in the diner, thought of the cooks, the drivers in the cars passing on 
the streets beyond the windows, the gangster-not-gangster, my father, myself, the man with the 
crooked nose who studied my penis years ago—all of them—were from a man and a woman 
meeting under the sheets of a bed. I didn't have the imagination to conjure couples fucking 
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against the walls in alleys, straddling one another in cars, lying in grassy backyards, mounting in 
truck beds, or exerting themselves on kitchen floors. Later I'd learn of in-vitro fertilization and 
turkey basters. Later, I'd realize what rape truly meant.  
 I was more entranced that every child was evidence of two adults, who were other 
children's children, having come from sex and love as my father had said (if it had been love). 
Then I multiplied it to four children, then eight, then sixteen, then so on—was there that much 
love and passion in the world?  
 The idea tugged at me for a day. I saw parents with their infants. I knew the infant’s 
parents had been naked within the last year. These thoughts moved to my peers and their older 
siblings. Knowing their ages, I counted back the years to the moment they were conceived. Then 
it was the panhandlers my mother drove by on the way to Sears. These were numbers I couldn't 
hold in my head. How many children were being born at any given moment?  
 Imagining it further—genealogy trees starting hundreds of years in the past. A list 
reaching a point, ending at a name. The last name signifying another individual’s existence. 
Inverted triangles—all that weight—precariously perched on their tips. Is the bottom stronger 
than the top? All of those exchanges of genes accumulating, over and over, producing new bio-
chemical organisms, us, that the world, or nature, has never before encountered.  
 And if life is divided to the lowest common denominator of meaning—forget art, forget 
history, forget the marvelous statues of the ancients, forget theology, forget philosophy, forget 
friendship, forget Hell and Heaven, forget the conceptualization of the 'Self,' forget God—the 
purpose of life is that the living, from viruses to blue whales,  beget another generation. Even the 
old man with the crooked nose who gazed at my penis had had two people coming together to 
conjure him into existence. 
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 [4] 
 At thirteen, possibly fourteen years of age, I sat adjacent to my mother at the dining room 
table in our house. My father, Bucky, and Christine had gone shopping at Costco. We were alone 
in the house with Becky. My mother held a slim sex education booklet by Kenneth Taylor, 
distributed from a Christian publishing house—Almost 12: The Story of Sex. The pages were 
thick and the tight binding would cause them to bend at the center when they were turned.  
 Unlike the health book my father had used a year earlier to revisit the subject of sex for 
our homeschooling curriculum, this booklet had no detailed diagrams of bodies or organs. Just 
childish outlines of mature bodies. The photographs—black and white—sporadically separating 
the paragraphs of the text were of young men and woman sitting on the grass, sometimes holding 
hands. They all appeared to be from the seventies. The men and women's hairstyles were the 
worst fashions. The second to last chapter featured a photo of a wedding. The booklet's purpose 
was to argue for abstinence—the only safe sex. Other methods of safe sex, like birth control, 
were dangerous, ineffective, and unnecessary if the man and woman followed God's design for 
homosapien sex. If a child was to be conceived within marriage, or not conceived, it was within 
God's Plan.  
 I was too old for my mother to force me to read this book together with her. Besides, I 
had already encountered Robert A. Heinlein, Tom Clancy, and Mathew Woodring Stover's 
novels. Though sex remained at an intellectual understanding, I was much more aware of sex 
than my mother knew. I would have preferred to be back at the diner with my father, regardless 
of the embarrassment I had felt with the public conversation. 
 I said, "Dad has gone over with this with me." 
 "I want to make sure you have the right perspective. This is so important, Charles." 
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 So we sat there, in the dining room, with the slight rays of the sun cutting through the 
leaves of trees growing in our backyard, coming through the windows. She would read a chapter 
and I would read the next. Time passed slowly. It is the last chapter of the booklet that has stayed 
with me. 
 Taylor describes pure, fulfilling, and joyful heterosexual sex between couples while 
conceiving a child within marriage—“satisfaction” is the word he uses (51). A child brought 
families together, provided purpose, hope for the future, and goals for the parents—a God given 
responsibility to raise a child within the Scriptures and protect them from Satan's lies. Lies such 
as condoms and humanism. Then the tone of the chapter shifted along with the next topic—
unwanted pregnancy.  
 Having premarital sex, deviating from God's loving plan, brings “much heartache, 
disease, and suffering for God is displeased” because it's a gift from Heaven that mustn't be 
abused (51). He used qualifiers, such as can and possibly, when discussing consequences of 
having sex, but then they disappear and his prose because a certainty when he writes—“if they 
have [had sex out of wedlock] they disobey God and cause themselves needless sorrow” (50). 
That unplanned child is that needless sorrow. 
 Adoption would be the only course of action if the lovers were too young or unable to 
raise the child opposed to the murderous solution abortion provided. At the time, I had agreed on 
this sentiment of abortion, but the rest of the writer's prose filled me with anger. Who was this 
man to assert that any child conceived and born out of wedlock would bring strife into the 
world? Taylor writes “The name of this sin is fornication or adultery. If some sins are worse than 
others, this is probably the worst” (54). 
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 After a black and white photograph of a man or woman far off in the distance—in a 
stance suggesting yoga—Taylor leaves on a quote from Proverbs 3:4-8—If you want favor with 
both God and man, and a reputation for good judgment and common sense, then trust the Lord 
completely; don't ever trust yourself. In everything you do, put God first, and he will direct you 
and crown your efforts with success. Don't be conceited, sure of your own wisdom. Instead, trust 
and revere the Lord, and turn your back on evil; when you do that, then you will be given 
renewed health and vitality” (58-9).  
 The passage is translated in the NIV as, “Let love and faithfulness never leave you; write 
them on the tablet of your heart. Then you will win favor and a good name in the sight of God 
and man. Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all 
your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight (New International Version, 
Prov. 3.4-8). I like this translation better. 
 My mother put the book down and asked, "Do you have any questions?" 
 "No." 
 Ecclesiastes follows Proverbs—“Meaningless! . . . Utterly meaningless! Everything is 
meaningless . . .” (New International Version, Eccles. 1.2). I find these words to be more 
pragmatic and meaningful in living my life. 
[5] 
 However, I did have questions my father and mother neglected to address—how do you 
find someone you love and who loves you in return? Not that love and sex are exclusive. I will 
have questions in this matter. I was lost on how to attract girls I was attracted to or how to be 
attractive. How do you straighten your tongue when you choke on it, maintain dry palms, 
remember if you applied deodorant in the morning, look directly into a girl's eyes, persuade the 
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pursued to embrace the pursuer, and how to resist erection? But there's nothing to help in the 
business of seeking love.  
 You have to find the chemistry between each other, I've been told. Chemistry—
postmodern jargon implying incantations and replacing words like magic or romance. Replacing 
phrases—bolt of lightning, Cupid's arrow, starry eyed. Language alluding to the mythic and 
mysterious, claiming the truth of the matter. But chemistry it is. 
 I'm flipping through books and science articles, reading experiments involving women 
smelling sweaty shirts and rating body odor from least to most pleasant. Scientists watching parts 
of the brain lighting up when a lovely man or woman is presented. I sip coffee and look over at 
Chelsea, remembering times I've smelled her body odor and the odor of other women I've shared 
mattresses or seats with after a long hot day.  
 The more I look at my highlighted passages, the more confused I become and my coffee 
turns cold. Standing up, dumping my coffee into the sink, and pouring another cup, I think of the 
two subspecies of voles that have been studied. The different mating habits drew the attention of 
the researchers. The researchers took blood, possibly other samples, to peek inside their little 
vole skulls, determining how they ticked.  The monogamous species were found to have higher 
oxytocin levels. I adjust my headphones so I don't have to listen to the clacking of Chelsea's 
keyboard. 
 The coffee pot is situated next to the kitchen sink with windows looking out to the 
courtyard of the family housing apartments we've been renting. It's March and the snow is 
beginning to melt. Children in snowsuits play in the mounds of snow the operators of the 
Bobcats have made after scraping the sidewalks. The children carry sticks and talk to each other, 
and though the walls are thin, I can't make out what they are saying. Every parent residing in the 
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complex is at least ten years older than Chelsea and I. How did I end up with Chelsea? Some of 
the parents are out watching their children, talking amongst each other. Generation X—I've been 
disturbed by the way these parents act during the summer months with their children, for they 
don't interact or supervise their children when they are playing outside with sticks and practicing 
violence—where someone could lose an eye. 
 But all of these adults brought children into the world because they loved each other, at 
least enough to have children. I switch the song playing on my mp3 player and it's another singer 
pontificating on the magic of love. I try to think of what the lyrics should be: I saw you standing 
there and your face was symmetrical / we danced and you smelled like a genetic match / oh, how 
we kissed under strobe lights / confirming my subconscious suspicions that it was so  / your 
breasts and hips  / look like they can feed and birth a child . . .  
 The song would never reach the top forty. The Cars, Blondie, or, Tom Petty and the 
Heartbreakers sound better on the topic of love and this is the type of music these parents grew 
up listening to, when they were young, then whatever was playing in the 90s as they progressed 
through high school. My mother never let me listen to contemporary music.  
 I return to the dining table I've made into my work desk scattered with neurological 
books, a half empty carton of cigarettes purchased five days ago, envelopes holding bills, pens, 
water bottles, scissors, theology books, my notebook, and the Bible which I've crossed out verses 
I didn't find uplifting. Dawkins has argued that a section of the brain longs for there to be an 
existing higher power. Bio-infrastructure and firing neurons—that's all there is to it. Perhaps. 
 I decide on a cigarette to coat my acetylcholine neurotransmitters so I can think straight. 
Nicotine binds to acetylcholine receptors—essentially becoming acetylcholine—which helps me 
to learn and process information now. I bring my coffee along with me. Beyond the back porch, 
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the trees and adventurous squirrels are beautiful. What else is firing through the four pound blob 
of fat resting in my skull analyzing a world that wasn't created by a being with an absolute 
concept of beauty? I love the smell of Chelsea's pillow.  
 How did we fall in love—facial fusiform judging facial symmetry, running  directly to 
the thalamus—instantaneous analysis of the eyes, nose, forehead, cheekbones, lips, cheeks, hair, 
and pores. Puzzle pieces I found in perfect alignment. The smell of her pheromones my nose 
registered—a sample of her genetic stitching—judging whether she smelled good. There is no 
control. And the sensation of smell strongly associates with memory. Especially emotional 
memory. Hearing her voice—the pitch weaved with frequencies telling me the testosterone and 
estrogen level in her blood. 
 Lastly, taste—composed of eighty percent smell—a deeper probing of her genetic 
makeup alerting me, subconsciously, to persuade her to fuck. I found she tasted good. Unlike 
liver, people's spit can never become an acquired taste. I think of my surges of serotonin and 
dopamine in addition to oxytocin because we kept touching, kissing, embracing each other, and 
had a child together.  
 Our brains processing the chemicals informing us of pleasure or unpleasantness—a 
genetically proven matchmaker refined over millions of years, with most mammals, allowing us 
to fuck our way as far from extinction as possible. Seven billion people—we've done an 
impressive job.  
 Not all questions have been answered and cataloged. There's still room for the mythic and 
mysterious—that bolt of lightning coming from clear skies to strike our foreheads, and flare up 
our hair with electricity. The prefrontal cortex still has some say in matters of love and hate. I 
watch the ash fall from my cigarette; I suck on it, blow out more smoke, and watch the paper and 
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tobacco burning down to the fiberglass filter. I glance at Chelsea through the window at her desk, 
in front of her computer, still dressed for the night.  
 What happens when these chemicals drop to initial levels after meeting potential or 
consummated lovers? Overall, Taylor did get one thing right in the dirty, fluid filled business of 
love. The risks to the heart—the possible devastation of our beings—remain present and 
unpredictable. Like strikes of lightning. 
[6] 
 The church my mother attended, Parkside, merged with Faith Christian Community 
around the time my family moved across Anchorage when I was twelve, just after the turn of the 
millennium. The congregations combined seamlessly. Pastor Steve took over as the senior pastor 
at both locations while the other pastor, well into his seventies, decided to retire and return to 
Texas. These merging churches were literally on opposite sides of the train tracks, so when we 
moved, we attended the other church. My mother began to take us to the new, closer location.   
 This was an anomaly. Usually, churches splinter. One faction of the congregation, with 
one or more pastors, decides the practiced doctrine is flawed. More emphasis should be placed 
on this or that portion of the Bible. This theologian has it more right than this other one. The 
splinter group moves to a new building—whether through the generosity of another institution 
such as a local Christian school or procuring loans to start from the ground up.  
 The new location was bigger and accommodated both congregations. Youth ministries 
were restructured and my mother registered Bucky, Christine, and I in AWANAs. An acronym 
for Approved Workmen Are Not Ashamed—a declaration found in one of Paul's letters written 
to Timothy. AWANAs acted as a Biblical parallel to the secular Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts. 
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Awards and patches were presented according to amounts of memorized scriptures or winning at 
competitive games.  
 However, there was no discrimination based on sex. Girls weren't completely separated 
from the boys. We shared in activates in and outside the church correlating with our interests. In 
the boys' case, we went to the gun range. Sometimes, churches are ahead of the cultural curve. 
Sometimes we cling to Bibles and our guns. 
 AWANAs started in the main auditorium where rows and rows of wood pews aligned 
towards the pulpit. After our Game Director lead us in pledging allegiance to the United States 
flag, which always give me chills along with the national anthem, we pledged allegiance to the 
Christian flag, which didn't arouse any sensation in my body. A large white screen would be 
lowered and the lyrics to the songs we sang would be projected. Then we headed to the 
Fellowship Hall to play games.  
 Boys and girls weren't separated at this time. The "court," constructed from different 
colored strands of one-sided Velcro clinging to the carpet, formed a large square with an 
inscribed circle, along with lines running from the center to the corners of the square. It was 
designed for four groups—red, yellow, blue, and green—which we took our team name from. 
Each team stood in a straight line, at attention.  
 I rested my arms against my sides, toes pointed straight, staring at the back of my 
teammate in front of me. The four lines we formed created an X, ordered from the shortest in 
front to the tallest in back. Overhead the lights hummed and a girl, Elizabeth, stood to my right, 
facing away from me at forty-five degree angle. I looked forward to seeing her every week. 
 She was slightly taller than I was—an inch at most. When we stood at attention, I wanted 
to reach down to her hand and slip my fingers against her palm, hoping she would squeeze back. 
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From the corner of my eye, I studied the hairline at the back of her neck, discerning the 
individual blond strands of hair pulled into a bun, the pins hidden. The back of her neck, the 
short stands of hair which didn't make it into bun, the slight indentation where her skull met her 
spine, her bare neck disappearing under the collar of her grey uniform, her biceps escaping from 
the sleeves of her shirt. Sometimes she wore her hair in pigtails. Badges and awards were ironed 
or sewn onto her shirt. Mine was bare—a nakedness of a different sort showing how seriously I 
took the program.  
 When we played games, I would gaze at her, memorizing how her lips parted when she 
smiled, or how they didn't, and the smoothness of her cheeks.  She wore athletic pants with 
button snaps forming what would have been the hemlines. Sometimes she wore jeans and I liked 
how the denim fell down over her shoes. Every article of clothing held mystery—they separated 
her body from the world. Perhaps my mother was right to revisit the idea of lust, of suppressing 
physical desire, and the thoughts of fornication. Perhaps my mother could’ve succeeded in 
helping suppress these longings without Now You're 12 ,before it was a year or so too late in the 
game. We were preparing to run a relay race. 
 I saw you standing there and your face was symmetrical /  we danced and you smelled 
like a genetic match . . . 
 The Game Director said, "Go!" 
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Eternal Return 
The shortest AWANAs players sprinted around the circle, holding their color-coded 
batons in their fists. Every team cheered for their runners and it became impossible to discern 
who was rooting for whom. The race was close at the beginning—the trading off of batons were 
synchronized as if we were the blades of a spinning turbine. As the batons were handed to the 
taller members of the club, players began to close the distances on each other. Eventually it was 
Elizabeth, two other boys, and myself waiting for the batons.  
 I wanted to impress Elizabeth and thought demonstrating physical prowess would do it. I 
usually placed first or second in these races. I completed the sprint around the circle and turned 
to the center where the plastic yellow bowling pin waited. It was balanced upon a black and 
white striped beanbag. First and second place respectively. It felt good to squeeze the thin neck 
of the pin—the weight of it.   
 I believed winning achieved something tangible, as if I could hold the recognition of 
victory itself in my hands. Now, I see winning those races, the moment of winning, dissipated as 
soon as the next game was organized.  I wanted those achievements to accumulate into 
something greater than they were, like a stack of invisible trophies Elizabeth and others could 
see.  
 I turned and watched the other players finish their lap, enjoyed seeing the disappointment 
on their faces, listened to the cheering of my team, and watched Elizabeth's face. If she made eye 
contact with me, I felt accomplished—that pin represented another moment I had impressed her. 
Casually, she'd return to her team. In her hand was the beanbag. Now, I see her 
acknowledgement was that a race had occurred, but nothing of significance had happened. 
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Significance for her must have rested in the competitions on track or the basketball games she 
participated in at school.  
 On accomplishments—my father always says, You're only as good as the last day you 
lived. Nothing of the past mattered and was meaningless to the present task. This philosophy—
his guiding light—for work ethic, morality, and achievements, in my mind, is existentialist. Only 
the dissipating present actions you take define who and what you are.  However, he is unaware 
of how close this asymptote philosophy tends toward the nihilistic. An example—after receiving 
high marks on homework he assigned during my years of homeschooling, or when I eventually 
received my diploma and headed off to the University of Alaska Fairbanks, he’d say, the slate is 
now clean. It was his way of attempting to propel me, but I always felt something had been taken 
away. 
 I wanted to impress the significance of the past to my father, that I had done well. His 
words conflicted with my mother's insistence that God tallied up everything. Everything you did 
should be honoring to the Lord because moments accumulated into eternity. Somewhere above, 
in The Book of Life, were notes scribbled under the name Charles Ray Frost, chronicling virtues 
and sins.  
[2] 
 Elizabeth Metcalf—this is no longer her legal name. She has married and left Alaska. I’m 
envious. I dreamed of her not long ago. We're in an arcade room, which never existed, 
participating in a church youth group. We're adults in our adolescent bodies and our skin is clear, 
clean. It is as if we still share the same city, the same side of town, the same church. The ceiling 
lights are dim and the room is illuminated from the backlights of the arcade screens. Elizabeth 
and I don't speak. We look straight into each other's eyes and trade smiles as if we’re reading 
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each other’s thoughts—affection, appreciation, slight desire and a past full of oversight. We're 
caught in the orbits of ourselves.  
 We slip coins into a motorcycle racing game and straddle the plastic street bikes. They 
wobble until we plant our feet on the platform. The clock counts down and we both twist the 
right handlebars. Leaning to the left, to the right, straightening together, we're in perfect time. 
We don't win or lose to the other. 
 Instantly, we’re bedded down for the night in the room, everyone is in sleeping bags, the 
arcades behind us. The light from the machines still reveal the walls, the chairs, and tables of the 
deserted pizza stand towards the back wall. Lying next to me, her face is turned toward mine, 
gazing. Our chests rise and fall. The youth pastor stands in the center of the room with his 
features half-hidden.  We don't hear his words, only the impression that there's danger outside. 
We fall asleep. 
 In the morning, Elizabeth is gone and I'm no longer in the arcade or in the sleeping bag. 
I'm at my in-laws' house in Avis, Pennsylvania which is deserted. I'm instantly filled with 
urgency. I'm dressed and walking through the neighborhood, passing the houses and lawns, the 
preschool, the cars in driveways.  I see nobody. I need to find Elizabeth and speak to her or at 
least communicate within the rules of the dream. 
 I head to the post office. The dream logic—Elizabeth will have to check her mail, check 
for messages, but she could’ve still been in the arcade and I just had slipped from time and place. 
In the post office, Leah and Julia, the secretaries of the English Department, where I work, are 
sitting behind the counter. It’s turned into old hotel reception desk where everything is made of 
wood. The women sit behind a large oak desk, their fingers hammering at typewriters and sorting 
through stacks of letters instead of computer screens and answering phones. 
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 Leah looks up and asks me, What are you here for? 
 Elizabeth, I say as if she'd know who I was talking about. 
 She was here. Collected her mail and headed out down the street. 
 Do I have any mail? 
 Leah grabs a ring of keys approaches the wall behind her, lined with boxes that are 
numbered, finds mine, and opens it. 
  Nope nothing. 
 I need to find the girl. 
 Leah comes around the desk, bends her knees in exaggerated movement, waves her arms 
as she walks towards me—a dance.  
 Leah reaches me and places an arm over my shoulders saying, You have to hurry and 
find her, but first look up! 
 The ceiling is a mass of stars and constellations and I find a star I identify with, or felt 
like myself, or was me, in the center of the tiny pins of light. As I gaze in wonderment, a ray of 
light shoots straight from my star, connecting to another star, shooting off to another—every star 
connecting to another. Their brilliance increases and transforms into bright points of ideas and 
then transform into the sensations of people. I was in the center seeing connections between 
everything, but every star, idea, and person was also the center of themselves branching to 
others.  
 I say, It's cosmic. 
 Of course it's cosmic! Everything is connected! Leah says. 
 And maybe everything is connected by the sake of chaos, but not by plans, or master 
designs authored by a storyteller. A storyteller pitting good against evil, involving heroes and 
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villains, with the souls of humanity caught between paranormal entities and phenomena.  But 
that night, with my eyeballs jerking rapidly from side to side, up and down, in the depths of 
REM, I once again believed in the interconnected and the sensation followed me throughout the 
next day.  
 I didn't find Elizabeth—I woke up to the sun shining through my bedroom window, with 
my wife’s bare back against my side, soft, and pleasantly familiar. 
[3] 
 After the games in AWANAs, the boys and girls went their separate ways for a short 
devotional and verse recitation. Our age group was led by Shane. He was Elizabeth's father. He 
provided vocals for the worship band on Sundays, usually backing but sometimes lead. His nose 
was long and sharp and he kept his black hair short because of his widow's peak. His eyes rested 
deep in his sockets and he was taller than my father was. The room was provided with four tables 
setup in the shape of a giant horseshoe. Shane sat at the head of the room. The more verses we 
memorized, the further we progressed in our handbooks.  
 Shane listened to us recite verses, word for word, and then signed the pages in our books. 
Two verses I memorized come to mind: Romans 3:2—“for all have sinned and fallen short of the 
glory of God”  and Ephesians 2:8—“for it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and 
this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, lest any man should boast” (New 
International Version, Rom 3.2; Ephes 2.8). I don't think I received that gift from God. Maybe 
my father was right about getting from one day to the next, all of our good deeds are dirty rags 
and should be forgotten. Sometimes my father’s philosophy seemed to intersect with Scripture. 
Most of us didn't advance through the handbook as Shane hoped. A missed opportunity to 
impress him.  
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 After a particularly sweaty game period, Shane asked, "What is the benefit of school? 
Why should we apply ourselves to getting good grades?"  
 I hung my coat off the back of a folding chair and placed my felt fedora on the table 
alongside my handbook. The room was silent. Most of these boys attended Grace Christian 
School, as did Shane's children. Perhaps there had been a string of low grades with his younger 
children, the school as a whole, or an observation that there was a general lack of motivation 
implied by our progress in memorization. 
 I said, "I don't see the point." 
 Shane asked, "What do you mean?" 
 The boys sitting in the room looked at me. I felt they expected an articulate, well-
reasoned argument against the United States’ established education system, cite its failures in 
curriculums and pedagogy, while providing suggestions to improving the system. Or the boys 
were just surprised I took a strong stance against expectations, speaking for the first time in 
group.  
 Every morning I sat next to my father. To keep the mornings open for him to tutor me, he 
went to work at three till midnight, but remained on call until seven in the morning. We made 
our way through chapters of mathematics, chemistry, physics, learning along with each other. 
Years had passed since he had revisited these subjects. We’d read and re-read the chapters until 
we had a perfect understanding of the subject. I resented that my father bought the required 
textbooks from the University of Alaska Anchorage for freshmen students when I was only 
thirteen.   
 Of course, other subjects were touched on, but hardly explored. I cared little for sciences, 
I wanted to study the arts—learn to draw, act, and read literature. Eventually, my father enrolled 
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me in the university part-time to earn credits in history, composition, and communication. I was 
cut from my peer group with my family's solitude and by the age gap of the other students in the 
college courses.  
 I answered Shane, "There's no point. We're just memorizing things. It's not living." 
 The reply should have been more along the lines that the point of life was to please God, 
strive for righteousness, which we'd never achieve, and save souls from damnation as we were 
taught at church. The Bible and the church were the center of my social life. Why bother 
studying the branches of the tree of knowledge that had caused the downfall of humanity in the 
first place? 
 Shane raised his eyebrows and wrinkles formed across his forehead. "Well, what do you 
want to do with your life? What job do you want, what's your dream?"  
 Shane turned to the rest of the group and said, "I'm here to tell you dreams can come true. 
I wanted to be a pilot when I was young and I worked to become a pilot. It wasn't easy and it 
required a lot of schooling. I also have a good family with two beautiful daughters and a son and 
a wonderful wife.” Shane turned back to me, “So, what is it that you want?" 
 I wanted to be anything, anywhere, other than where I was and who I was. Life was 
repetitious and days blurred, punctuated by tears when I failed to comprehend my father's 
teaching when his patience ran dry. But I watched Indiana Jones and John Wayne movies 
religiously. I wanted an adventure, to become bigger than myself, to save people, to be clever 
and stoic, save the world, earn the love of another. I thought being on the silver screen could 
provide that. Pretending to be another person—reinventing myself routinely—seemed the only 
possible solution. I had no way to relate to my peers at church. I disguised these desires with 
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aloofness and an air of superiority—easily maintained because of the reputation that 
homeschooled children were academically excellent.  
 I whispered, "I want to be an actor."  
 "Then study to become an actor." 
 He said it like it was the answer to a statistical impossibility, a dream requiring more luck 
than talent. My fantasy was fueled by my felt fedora resting next to my handbook—at home I 
pulled the brim of the hat down over my forehead, removed my glasses, stood close to a 
bathroom mirror, and played with the lighting until my peach fuzz, sprouting from my puffy 
cheeks, appeared as whiskers. I peered past my pimples, into my own eyes, and thought, I look 
like Indiana Jones. I lost hours of my adolescence doing this. Now, when I look in the mirror, 
which I avoid unless I'm fighting back my unibrow, I see myself more clearly. I see an uncertain 
man obsessed with reliving youth, though he is still youthful, and thus vain.  
 Star Wars, Indiana Jones, Eldorado, Rio Bravo, and The World is Not Enough—an edited 
version my mother had bought—suggested to me that an adventure was needed to spark 
romance. Violence was necessary to present an opportunity to make eye contact, under the 
moon, with a potential. The confidence would come from the death of bad guys hell-bent on 
power.  Most of the books I read conveyed similar ideas. A male must perform a saving. I 
needed to do something equivalent. Saving a soul from damnation by converting a person to 
Christ didn’t count—it was an expectation.  
 Elizabeth's mother, Michelle, also worked in the AWANAs program and led the girls' 
Biblical recitation time with Elizabeth. Michelle was more reserved than her husband was. She 
straddled her roles of mother, wife, youth leader, and church volunteer with diligence. She was 
physically, fit like the rest of her family. When they were all together, they appeared happy. My 
 
 
69 
   
family was overweight and we were awkward—especially when my father sporadically attended 
the services. Perhaps he thought time diluted memories of the chaotic events during the nineties 
and his domestic violence charge.  
My mother still requested prayers and people still knew of our struggles. Through these 
prayer chains, I learned who was marrying and divorcing, for whatever reason or another and 
which family member was backsliding in their walk with the Lord. What if my parents mirrored 
the Metcalfs and became fixtures in the church as a strong, Godly family instead of a wreck? 
 After the third period in AWANAs, when the boys and girls reconvened together in the 
largest room for instruction, I would follow Elizabeth around the church, through the crowds of 
people. I wanted to see her and for her to see me. I could never look into Elizabeth's eyes and 
talk to her face to face. She was always maneuvering with Anna and their friends, while her 
mother and father greeted other parents. 
 Once, I asked Alisha, a girl down the street, what went on during their devotional period. 
Did Elizabeth talk about me? Did she like me? Did she find me handsome? Alisha and her 
brother, Robert, would come over to our house and play with my siblings, Bucky and Christine. 
Their family was Russian Orthodox but only sporadically attended their services. They were half 
Native Alaskan on their mother's side. Our church was closer to the truer interpretation of the 
Bible—evangelical and fundamental. 
 Alisha said, "Oh, we talk about boys. She thinks you're a show-off." 
 I took that as a positive development—Elizabeth had noticed me.   
[4] 
 Elizabeth's face and body consumed my thoughts. I'd close my eyes and see her face. 
Every song of The Cars reminded me of my infatuation. They were the only secular band my 
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mother let me listen to. The only medium I had of their albums were cassette tapes that I played 
on a white, yellow, green, red, and blue Fisher Price tape player.  
 I looked forward to seeing Elizabeth on Sundays where she worked at the small coffee 
stand before and after the two church services. Near Christmas, she wore red sweaters and pairs 
of black slacks. Anything she did was of interest. 
 She would attend the youth group on Sunday and I would attend the church services. I 
couldn't bring myself to enter the room where the older teenagers sat at tables and discussed the 
Bible. A terror gripped me when I saw them. They were well into their transformations into 
adulthood—their heads, attached to the bodies of neither children nor adults disturbed me. I felt 
like a child. 
 On Sunday, the congregation moved to the fellowship hall after the sermon. The 
members of the church formed clusters and small paths through the crowd would open and close. 
I wandered around catching glances of Elizabeth; she would see me and sometimes smile.  
 It was also dangerous to wander the fellowship hall. The senior youth pastor would 
approach me. He was in his forties, grey at the temples, his wide face decorated in slim creases, 
always wearing jeans and a button up shirt. He must have seen that I was isolated or heard of my 
family’s history.  
[5] 
 One evening at home, I combed through the stacks of phonebooks and phone lists my 
mother had collected over the years. She never threw anything out. There are still boxes and 
boxes of construction paper I worked with when I was in kindergarten. The stacks of phonebooks 
and lists towered over the phone, obscuring it from view. Metcalf was a common last name and I 
couldn't discern Elizabeth’s home number in the white pages.  
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 I kept looking until I found the church directory and searched for the Metcalfs' number. 
Listed were the names of Shane’s wife and three children, an address, and a family photo. I 
studied Elizabeth's face. The black and white photo was several years old. I carried the phone 
and the directory downstairs to my room where I put on my felt hat. The wireless phone's 
antenna poked at the brim.  
 My sweaty palms made the phone slick. It was late evening when I dialed the number. I 
was working towards hyperventilation. The phone rang and the receiver clicked. It was Anna's 
voice. 
 "Who is this?" 
 "It's me. Can I talk to Elizabeth? If that's alright?" 
 "Me?" 
 I said my name. 
 The sound of Anna’s voice sounded muffled. I pictured her pressing the receiver into her 
chest or shoulder. "Elizabeth, it's Charles." 
 I heard giggling. My face burned and I wiped my left hand on my knee, switched the 
phone to that hand, and wiped my right hand. The knees of my pants were wet. I had envisioned 
the exact response at church if I had approached Elizabeth directly, but the distance of the call 
had made it bearable. I imagine Elizabeth sitting with her legs outstretched and crossed, wearing 
pajamas, leaning back against a couch while the television played. Or lying on her stomach 
holding herself up on her elbows with a pillow tucked under her chest.  
 Elizabeth said, "Hello?" 
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 It sounded as if she had a smile, lips parted, her white teeth showing, her eyes shifted to 
the side looking at the faces of her sister and the possible friends who were over. Was I on 
speakerphone? It was hard to tell, as I had never spoken on this line before.  
 "It's me. I just wanted to talk. It's hard to talk." 
 "Umm hmm." 
 "Do you play basketball?" 
 "Umm hmm." 
 "I couldn't do it. I don't have the coordination to dribble the ball down the court. Can't 
even get it through a hoop. It's messy. I'd guess you do track too." 
 "Hmm hmm." 
 Was she saying yes or no? I no longer could tell. I kept overhearing her sister on the other 
end of the line though there could have been others. 
 "What are you up to now?" 
 "We're watching a movie right now." 
 I said, "I'll call you later, then." 
 "Wait. You don't have—"  
 I killed the line, sat on the bed, and took my hat off. My scalp was wet. What did she 
want to say to me? I feared she would ask why do you follow me at church or you shouldn't be 
calling here. In those following evenings, I see her, wearing Adidas sport pants with buttons for 
seams, grateful for the phone's silence and wondering, when the phone did ring, if I was on the 
other end. The anticipation she could have felt—was it curiosity or dread?  
[6] 
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 A month or so later, winter passed. I sat at the kitchen table reading a book. I didn't know 
Michelle was driving to our house. My mother hadn't given my siblings or me any warning. 
Michelle came full of advice for my mother on how to keep our house clean and uncluttered, but 
I wondered if my obsession with Elizabeth prompted her visit. When she arrived I thought, What 
have I done? 
 My mother answered the door, pointed to the coat rack, which was already full of coats 
and windbreakers, and said, "Don't worry about your shoes. Would you like some tea?"  
 Michelle hung her coat on the rack over another coat of ours, "Yes, no sugar please. I 
surprise people when I say that. They expect everyone wants sugar in everything. When there is 
a big get together, I dilute sugar in a pot of hot water so people can sweeten their tea how they 
choose." 
 My mother grew up in the South and tea, whether iced or hot, was always sugared. My 
mother used the kitchen to bring a little bit of her home along with her. My mother set the kettle 
on the stove and turned the burner on high. The heating element flared to a bright orange—an 
orange spiral nebula among the dark stove top, a color belonging to the darkness of space. She 
leaned on the kitchen counter—the top packed with dishes, dirty utensils, a mixer, a cleaning rag, 
and two clean mugs—and Michelle stood several feet from her. I couldn't help but compare 
them. 
 I felt ashamed for my mother and I understood why my father hated having company at 
our house. Guests became witnesses to disorder. Absolute chaos my father called it. After three 
children, I wondered how Michelle was so slim with her brown, short hair.  My mother packed 
weight around her waist and her hair was past her shoulders. 
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 Between youngest sister, Becky, who had, in addition to Down’s Syndrome, and severe 
cerebral palsy, an obligation the Metcalfs' would never understand, and my mother's afflictions, 
she couldn't care for house. I became the second caregiver to Becky, watching her for hours, 
cooking her dinner while my mother ran errands, cleaning her when she became sick with 
diarrhea. There was a fine line separating what my mother couldn't, or wouldn't, do. At points, 
my father couldn't take it anymore and would start throwing out years of old magazines or 
months of daily newspapers. My mother, flustered, pleaded with him to stop. 
 Michelle looked over the dining room and the kitchen as the water began to steam. Her 
expression was tight, trying to discern my mother's organizing principle and failing to recognize 
that there wasn't one.  The water boiled and my mother poured it into the two mugs. The teabags 
floated on the surface.  My mother poured a teaspoon of sugar into her cup and stirred it. My 
mother picked up the unsweetened mug and Michelle stepped forward and accepted it.  
 Michelle sipped from her mug and said, "Well, for starters, every day, I take the 
newspaper out to the car. I make a stack there in the trunk, so whenever it gets tall enough, I just 
drop by the recycling center. Just little tricks to reduce the clutter outside the house."  
 The church had paired my mother with Michelle because she had periods where simple 
tasks, such as depositing recycling, were insurmountable chores. However, Michelle was on a 
fool's errand. I suppose they had similar hurdles. But, could one overcome herself and the other 
couldn't.   
 My mother nodded to Michelle’s suggestion. 
 Michelle looked over at me and said, "If my kids don't have the house cleaned by early 
Friday evening no friends are allowed over."  
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 Michelle's methods might have worked if I had had friends to invite. Alisha and Robert 
were always coming over. I did play with them, but they weren't friends. And it wasn't as if I 
didn't try to help my mother. Whenever I mimicked my father, taking black trash bags from 
under the sinks and filling them with the loose paper from the counter tops, the newspapers, the 
magazines—my mother scolded me. There's bills in those piles, she would reason to me as she 
emptied the bags back onto the counters. You don't know what you're throwing away. There's 
things I'd like to keep. This isn't your house. Most things in the house were like God and all His 
angels— unknowable and untouchable.  
 Elizabeth never directly came up as a subject, so I grew tired of the women's 
conversation. My siblings were outside, playing with Alisha and Robert. I set the book down, 
and even though the temperature outside was chilly; I grabbed a water gun and filled it. I enjoyed 
Bucky, Christine, and their friend's faces twisting to shock and then to anger when I came 
barrowing down the road on my bicycle, drenching them as I rode past. However many times I 
bush-wacked them, they never saw it coming.  
 When Michelle saw me heading out the door with the water gun in my hand, she said, "I 
never let my kids shoot each other with water guns unless they all have one."  
 I looked over at my mother. My mother cocked her head to the side, with one hand 
gripping the counter, the other pinching her temples. She closed her eyes and opened them. 
Perhaps she was re-evaluating her parenting strategy, experiencing a sudden wave of exhaustion, 
or annoyed at Michelle speaking so freely about what I should or shouldn't do.   
 I said, "That would be fair." I headed out the door. 
[7] 
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 One time, during the last session of AWANAs, where we all gathered in a single room to 
listen to a group leader concluded the night, it was Michelle who addressed us. Elizabeth sat near 
the front, with her back straight against the chair, and her Bible open across her lap. I always 
refused to bring my Bible with me. I always found a seat at the back of the room. 
 Elizabeth and her sister were excited. Instead of a story, Michelle presented an object 
lesson. She held a tube of toothpaste above her head so we all could see, then brought it over a 
small table, and made a fist. Paste issued from the tube—a glob of soft aqua—and fell onto the 
table top.  
 Michelle raised her right hand, just over her head as if swearing an oath, and said, "Who 
thinks the toothpaste can be put back into the tube?"  
 A few hands slowly raised into the air. Michelle dipped her finger into the glob and tried 
to smear it back inside. It seeped along the threads of the cap, between her fingers, and 
eventually covered half her hand.  
 "Would someone like to try?" 
 A boy walked up and accepted the tube from Michelle. The boy put a finger full of 
toothpaste in his mouth and blew into the tube, sending the paste back where it had come from.   
 Michelle said, "Words are like toothpaste. Once they come out of your mouth, you can't 
take them back. That old saying sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt 
me? Words are powerful and they stay with us. You can't un-hear words. James called the tongue 
the rudder and rudders direct ships to their courses. 
 "I know I've been hurt with words. The third commandment says not to take the Lord's 
name in vain. Curse words do that. Even slang terms are just stand-ins for swear words. And 
never tell anyone to go to hell,that is the worst thing you can ever say to someone . . ."  
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 I wasn't paying attention anymore. I had seen this lesson several times at Solid Rock 
Bible Camp—a sanctuary for misfits I attended once a week during the summer until I was 
fifteen. Then I spent my entire summers there. I was studying the back of Elizabeth's neck. While 
on a vacation, when I was twelve, riding a tour bus in the San Diego Zoo, I had watched a 
woman sitting ahead of me put her hair into a bun. Her fingers worked, twisting her hair and 
pushed two pins through the twisted clump. Her hair was blond and shimmered in the sun and I 
thought of Elizabeth while we passed exotic animals from Africa in their expansive cages.  
 I wanted to know the minutia of Elizabeth's daily routine. Watching the woman in front 
of me was like finding a puzzle piece suggesting how Elizabeth constructed herself every 
morning. How did she use a spoon, a knife, a pen and what did her penmanship look like? I 
wondered how she sat in her desk at school. How did she fulfill her mother’s directive to clean 
the toilets, what were the angles of her knees? What did her face look like with her cheeks and 
lips relaxed while dreaming?  
 The boy continued to work as Michelle continued to lecture about the power of curse 
words. Tiny glob after tiny glob, he blew the toothpaste back into the tube. He was actually 
making progress. I never thought it was possible because the object lesson relied on the proof of 
the impossibility of refilling the tube and who was I to question our Christian leaders who said it 
was utterly impossible? 
 The boy turned to the room and said, "Mrs. Metcalf, it's going back in."  
 Michelle was annoyed and asked, "Well, you're not getting it all back in. Anyway, would 
you want to use that toothpaste? Would anyone else?"  
Michelle raised her hand again. 
[8] 
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 After I had called Elizabeth, Anna became excited about my crush on her older sister—as 
if she had a part to play in the interest of the boys circling her sister. That somehow my interest 
in her sister reflected an interest in her. All of these hormones, so new, so strange, so confusing, 
as if confusion was a virtue, genetically inherited by the shy, the meek, and the timid as well as 
the self-assured and the beautiful. Anna took it upon herself to deliver messages between her 
sister and me. Or to investigate. Perhaps it was her own curiosity and surge of hormones. 
 One night, Anna stopped me on the second floor of the church, away from the others, and 
asked, "Why do you have a crush on my sister? You like her right? Why do you follow her all 
the time?" 
 I saw my emotions spreading across the fellowship hall among the boys and the girls like 
my family's history—my father's domestic violence charge, my mother's sickness, and my little 
sister's illness, and the speculations on why these unfortunate circumstances plagued my family. 
Bad luck or past sins.  In a world following God's great plan, a tapestry comprised from the lives 
of all humanity—suffering couldn't exist unless God permitted it. 
 I was shot with terror that made my legs weak. The world was dizzy. I balled my fists and 
I lashed out, "Yes, I do have a crush. And I don't give a damn what you, her, or anyone thinks." 
 But I did care—to the point of pain—and I forged a shell around my heart. Did I destroy 
something within my grasp, something I wanted badly, but had decided it wasn't worth the risk 
of rejection? The accumulation of missed opportunities—I should have stayed on the phone with 
Elizabeth—narrows life's trajectories to a single course until the past transforms into fate. What 
I'm saying is that if I could go back, find myself, possess the younger body, I would attempt to 
save myself. Chaos turns to order upon reflection and then shifts back to chaos. It affords me an 
illusion that life’s trajectory can be changed. Here I am and I am that I am. 
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 Anna's face fell a little, surprised by my anger as much as I was. She walked away and 
I'm sure she relayed everything I said word for word. We were trained to remember, to recite. I 
want to blow all of my actions and words into an empty toothpaste tube, back into a void from 
which they exploded, a reverse detonation. After this episode, I gave up on trying to gain 
Elizabeth's attention and the attention of other girls for several years. 
[9] 
 A year passed from the time I called Elizabeth and now I was fourteen. My father drove 
us to church. It was winter, snow freshly fallen, and the world seemed chaste in its cold. Now, I 
think of Dante's Inferno, the lowest circle. After we had returned to the van after the sermon, we 
were waiting for my mother to bring Becky out. My father turned in the driver's seat. The heater 
fans whined. 
 He said, "You should go ask Elizabeth out to a movie." 
 I couldn't drive and the prospect of us being in the backseat together in a car with either 
set of our parents was absurd. We would have sat on our hands and I wouldn't be able to speak.  
 I said, "I don't think so." 
 My father asked, "What's the worst that could happen? Her saying no?" It was if her 
opinion of me carried no meaning. It would feel just as bad as the last day I lived. However, it 
wouldn't have even mattered if she had said yes.  
 "We're not leaving until you ask her. Get out of the car." 
 I stayed in my seat with the belt buckled.  
 "What did I just tell you?" 
 I released the buckle, opened the door, climbed into the cold, and slammed the sliding 
door shut. I could've walked into the church, waited, and told my father I couldn't find her. But, I 
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was more terrified of my father than of the girl and her parents. Instead of asking Elizabeth to a 
movie, I looked for one of her parents. Permission would ultimately be up to her parents anyway 
and if they said no, asking Elizabeth would've been pointless and I would've protected my heart. 
 I glimpsed Elizabeth in the church's industrial kitchen using the sink hose to clean 
communion trays. Her rubber apron was tight around her body and beads of water ran down the 
front of it. I thought, This could be it, we could have a normal conversation. But of course, we 
couldn't. I’d be frightening her, alone together in the kitchen, me blocking the nearest exit. She 
would feel trapped, cornered, and her anxiety would accentuate my own. 
 I found Michelle running a rag over the surface of a table, leaving smears of sanitizer. 
She appeared in total concentration. I looked around the fellowship hall for Shane, but I didn’t 
see him. Wanting to get the question out of the way so I could return to the van and hide, I 
settled for the more cowardly of options. 
 I said, "Hello." 
 Michelle looked up. "Oh. What is it?" 
 "Would it be alright to ask Elizabeth to a movie?" 
 She stopped and looked hard at the table before answering. I listened to the running water 
in the background.  
 She said, "We, my husband and I, have decided to not let our children date until they are 
sixteen. Thank you for asking." 
[10] 
 On Thursdays, my mother had appointments with a Christian counselor who ran his 
practice from the church.  She only trusted a Christian because they believed in the spiritual, the 
existence of devils, and based their advice on the Scriptures.  One time, she had the radio on, 
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Anchorage’s Christian station, but instead of hearing praise music, she only heard details of 
grisly murders repeatedly. At the dentist’s one time, she saw the doctor’s guts fall out of his 
abdomen. However, with the grace of God, she was going off her medications with the assistance 
of this man. 
 Bucky and I waited outside the office on a couch. Sometimes Elizabeth would walk by, 
glance in our direction, and continue walking without acknowledging us. Her father must have 
been practicing in the worship band in the sanctuary or Michelle could've been volunteering or 
waiting for her own appointment. I feared Elizabeth thought I was waiting for my own 
appointment.  
 I wanted catch up to her, and walk side by side. I could've said, you’re beautiful and I 
love music from the 80s and I'm leaving Alaska. I want you to know I'm not crazy. I just have 
bad coping skills.  
 She might have said, That's nice. 
 Then I would say something smart from the books I read, but I wouldn't tell her I was 
stealing words from others. I'm sure the authors wouldn't have minded the lack of credit because 
the quotations would be used in the pursuit of love. 
 Then she would say something I can't speculate on. 
 I'd say, I'm sorry. 
[11] 
 My mother signed my siblings and me up for swim lessons to meet our physical training 
requirements for the homeschooling program later that spring. Michelle had the same idea for 
Elizabeth and her siblings.  
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 Bucky and I entered the locker room to change. My flab rolled over my swim shorts 
when I cinched the waistline tight. I rinsed before entering the pool, waiting for the water 
spouting from the showerhead to heat up. The green fabric of my shorts turned shades darker and 
stuck to my thighs and genitals. I pulled the fabric from my skin and pushed the heavy door 
leading to the pool and the air made goose bumps on my skin. 
 I saw Michelle sitting at the benches along the wall with my mother and I quickly looked 
around in terror. In the pool—Elizabeth's brother was jumping up and down in the water. I was 
okay with this. I hurried across the tile floor to the water. I could hide my jagged toenails, 
because I had a habit of tearing them off. I could hide everything but my upper chest in the 
water. I eased myself over the ledge and air became trapped in my shorts, ballooning the fabric. I 
slipped a finger at the side of my waist and large bubbles came to the surface. My God, did other 
people in the pool think I just passed gas? 
 I waited for the instructor to bring the class together. Elizabeth came out of the women's 
locker room holding a towel. Her swimsuit was sleek, patterned with slim vertical rectangles of 
grey, white, red, and blue. As I was pulling off my shirt, dropped my pants and underwear, 
tugged my socks off, slipped into my swim shorts in the men's locker room, Elizabeth had been 
doing the same on the other side of the wall. I was defeated. Her naked arms and legs—to think 
we swam in the same water . . . 
 After the first swim lesson, I began to clip my toenails. Being a strong swimmer, the 
instructor had me demonstrate techniques of the different strokes to Elizabeth and the other 
students. I wish she hadn't placed me in the center of attention. After the lessons concluded, my 
brother and I waited for my mother, Christine, and Becky to come out of the locker room. I 
imagined Elizabeth's cold, wet swimsuit on the floor as she toweled off and twisted her hair into 
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a bun, pushing pins through the wet clump. She avoided my eyes as she walked out of the 
building, to the car, with her family.  
 On the last week of our swimming lessons, we practiced how to save a life in the water—
methods to approach a floating body facing down. The instructor emphasized gentleness in case 
of a neck or spinal injury. Elizabeth and I were partnered. Elizabeth went prone in the water, her 
arms outstretched. 
 The instructor said, "Now, approach her as we've gone over." 
 I waded over to Elizabeth. My heart pounded and I looked at my chest. I could see my 
chest thumping. I slipped my left arm under her and my right arm across her chest and gently 
rotated her body so she could breath. Stubble was just visible in her armpits. I backed away as 
she maneuvered her feet to the bottom of the pool.  
 The instructor said, "Very good. Excellent. Now, it's your turn." 
 I held my breath, closed my eyes, and floated dead man. I could hear nothing with my 
ears below water.  My lungs began to burn and I became worried. What was happening? I 
needed to breathe so I stood. Elizabeth was huddled down, the water up over her shoulders, 
swooshing about her neck. I looked at the instructor who was looking at Elizabeth. 
 "What's wrong?" 
 An amused, half-embarrassed smile was spread across her face and she shook her head. I 
understood. She said, "I know him." 
 She'd have let me drown. 
[12] 
 My first summer in graduate school, Chelsea worked for the Conference Services at the 
university and I spent my days with Blair. In June, Chelsea received a three day weekend. I could 
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tell she needed solitude—she hated her boss who manipulated timesheets and once made a 
degrading sexual remark. Both of us had been going to school fulltime and taking care of our 
child had strained us both. Parenting wasn’t split down the middle. I volunteered to spend my 
days with our daughter. 
I packed up our Aztec and Blair and I drove to Anchorage to visit my parents.  Driving 
alone through the state, the desolation and forests the Park's Highway cut through, encourages 
reminiscing on my part. I spoke aloud—on one hand for Blair to hear my voice and on the other 
to indulge in nostalgia and the confessions. I adjusted the rearview mirror so she could see me. 
Blair was a year and a half old, grasped object permanence, but still liked to see me while in the 
backseat of the car. I told Blair about my youth and the city. I paid for gas and pulled off the 
highway when Blair complained about her hunger, thirst, or soiled diapers. All of my credit cards 
were being declined even through Chelsea and I had deposited her paycheck. Home was a 
destination I chose, but I didn't want to return to, but home has a strange pull.  
 Once in Anchorage, I took the Old Seward Highway. I always stopped at Carrs, a grocery 
store, to smoke in the parking lot, before showing up at my parents. We finally drove past the 
neighborhood where Elizabeth had lived—the neighborhood I had wandered through on my 
walks during the summers of my youth.  Her address in the church directory showed that we 
didn't live far apart, only a mile or so. One time I even wrote her a letter in large font that struck 
me as romantic.  
I typed, Have a great day!, and printed it out in red ink. I walked deep into her 
neighborhood, but once I found her house, I couldn't bring myself to approach the front door, or 
place it in her mailbox. I threw the envelope into her yard and ran home. I hadn’t signed the note, 
only having written her name on the envelope. I imagine it would be unsettling to find such a 
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thing laying in the grass of your front yard. However, all this time I was obsessed with Elizabeth, 
I was unaware Alisha had a crush on me.  
  Death was frequently matter of discussion between my sibling, Alisha, and Robert.  
They had just lost their uncle and claimed his face appeared inside their fireplace frequency. 
Their father’s radios in the garage, or house, would tune itself to their uncle's favorite rock 
station, regardless of whether the radio was on or not. Alisha was silent as Robert reported the 
strangeness plaguing their house. Their mother brought Holy Water home from their church and 
sprinkled it onto the carpet, the counters, the mantles, and the fireplace.  Robert finished his story 
and said, My uncle sacrificed himself by putting a shotgun under his chin.  
 The performance of a violent act alone disturbed me. A faceless man returns from work 
and instead of firing up the grill or making a tuna fish sandwich, he chooses to eat buckshot.  I 
too innocent to appreciate how a compendium of disappointments could lead a unique bio-
chemical organism, a human constructed of DNA from multitudes of parents throughout time, 
acuminating into genes the world had never seen before, could say, no, to life. Did an epiphany 
occur to Robert's uncle exploded the primer? The performance entered my own mind later that 
fall. 
 A person removing their brain via their cranium as an act of sacrifice, of worship, was an 
idea that fascinated me. My brother and I corrected Robert and said his uncle commited suicide. 
There was no act of worship. My brother and I didn't understand the concept of mortal sins and 
in the eyes of the Russian Orthodox Church, suicide was mortal sin. Because the perpetrators 
against the laws of God never had the opportunity to repent, they were damned. 
 My mother listened to our recitation of the conversation, and fearing Robert's 
understanding of self-harm, the three of us took it upon ourselves to revise his concept of 
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sacrifice.  Robert listened respectfully, casting his eyes down to the floor as his culture dictated. 
The slightest difference between sacrifice and suicide effected the eternal consequences for his 
uncle's soul. The importance of having Alisha and Robert attend our church intensified. My 
ignorance, youthful tunnel vision, a narrowed education, allowed me to overlook so much. 
 I had only been in their house twice. Their house was worn on the outside. Some of the 
aluminum siding exposed the plywood underneath. The yard, though it was mowed, had grass 
growing in long strands around the edges of the septic posts, the trees, and edges around their 
shed. My father always had me turn our lawn into some immaculate. The window looking out 
from the kitchen didn't have a curtain pulled closed. I can't remember if they ever had one. 
Drywall inside the house was missing from the stairwell walls and other places. The struts were 
like exposed ribs. There were cracks in some of the other windows of the house. 
 Alisha and Robert's father worked as a mechanic at a local gas station and had other 
people's cars parked in their wide driveway. It looked like a scrap yard. None of the cars were 
expensive—their bodies were rusting away from the salt and humidity of the winters. Their tires 
would be pulled and they rested on jacks or cinder blocks. Oil and other mechanical fluid stained 
the dirt. I don’t think of this house often. 
 The first night with my parents, Blair and I slept hard. The air was cool and the sky was 
dark, unlike summer in Fairbanks. On the second day, my father and I took Blair on a walk down 
the street. She shoved her tiny fists into the pockets of her coat and shuffled along the newly 
paved road. When I left for college back in 2006, it had still been a dirt road. Blair stopped often, 
pulled her right hand from her pocket, pointed at something, and made a sound similar to 
w'a's'is? At the end of the road, Blair looked to us and looked at the house the Turpin's once 
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lived in, pointed, and repeated her new found sound—w'a's' is? Four years ago, Alisha and 
Robert's mother overdosed and their father followed her several months later. 
 My father told Blair, "That was a crack house." He just peered at the kitchen window, 
which now had drapes. The new residents had repainted and sided the house. It no longer 
appeared weighed down by time and sorrow. The grass was cut sharper. Oil stains no longer 
discolored the driveway. The house had given the world orphans before it should have.  
The dead parents' children went to live in strange places like California, midtown 
Anchorage, and the Kenai Peninsula. My father had visited them within days after the mother's 
death to see if there was anything he could do. He found Alisha in a white prom dress staring off 
into space. 
 I said, "They weren't making drugs there." I understood some people needed to modify 
their consciousness to make it a day at a time.  
My father signed and said, "Two people died there, Charles. Just users. And all of the 
people that would be over at the house? It's just terrible."  
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Shadow Play 
I was twelve during my second summer at Solid Rock Bible Camp situated on the Kenai 
Peninsula, just outside Soldotna. Part way through the week, my counselor paid me to drench 
Noah with water. He was a staff member working at the barn, teaching us how to ride horses. I 
grabbed a plastic pitcher from the dining hall and filled it with water. After peeking out of the 
side door, making sure no one was looking, I climbed down the wooden steps and casually 
walked towards Noah. He was standing on the porch that led to his tiny room. A group of girls 
gathered around him at the bottom of the steps, in the shape of a Crescent moon, listening to him 
talk. The girls were drawn to the younger men who were four or five years older than they were. 
In the boys’ cabin, there were one or two who were able to capture the girls' interest—I think 
they had magic. The boys stood out like a flare in the night.  
 As I passed by Noah, I flung the water. It arched in the air and splattered on his upper 
torso. The dirt clinging to his white button up shirt flowed through the cheap fabric, leaving 
squiggly lines across his chest and belly. He looked like he was wearing a black, brown, and 
white tie-dye shirt. In an instant, he jumped from the steps with his arms extended, attempting to 
grab me. His cowboy hat flew from his head and girls laughed.  
 I laughed as I ran to the other side of the campsite. I looked back to see if Noah was 
charging after me. I maneuvered through the four cabins built like covered wagons. Everything 
at the camp was aesthetically designed to fit into a western movie.  I didn't see Noah. Other 
counselors, the women, were spreading out to form a small perimeter around the site. One of the 
older counselors, somewhere just passed her mid twenties, stood beside me.  Finally, Noah 
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appeared wearing his hat, walking down the steps of my cabin. He had my sleeping bag thrown 
over his shoulder.  
 He called out jokingly, "This your bag? Your friends tell me it is." 
 I muttered, "Oh, hell." 
 "Watch your mouth," the counselor standing beside me said, 
 Noah began to walk towards the lake. He gave me a wide birth and a wide smile, saying, 
"Either this is going into the lake or you are." 
 I didn't want to give him the satisfaction of winning, but I didn't want to lose my sleeping 
bag. While I stood frozen in place, one of the other boys ran up behind Noah and grabbed my 
bag. We were similar, the boy didn’t have the talent the others had with the girls. The boy flung 
my bag as far as he could before Noah caught him by the arm.  
 Noah said, "I suppose your friend can go into the lake. That is, if you let him." 
 I followed Noah and the boy he was dragging behind him. He wasn’t much taller than 
me, but he did have more muscle. His hair was cut shorter. If he couldn’t break free from Noah, 
then I wouldn’t be able to either. I knew he hadn't told Noah which bunk was mine. Once we 
reached the gate to the waterfront, one of the counselors grabbed a red rescue tube. The boy and I 
took off our shoes and socks. After she settled in the lifeguard's chair, both Noah and us 
followed, walking down the planks. The dock was in the shape of an L and we walked until we 
were facing the shoreline where everyone had assembled—it really was like a Western with 
everyone waiting to see the metaphorical hanging. 
 The boy and I traded glances. Somewhere, we had stopping being the heroes and Noah 
had traded our places. The boy and I needed to obtain a stalemate—no winners or losers.  
 The boy leaned over and quietly said, "Let's grab him—" 
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 Noah pushed him into the water. The boy resurfaced, gasping for air. The color in his 
cheeks had lost the red glaze for physical exertion and had turned slightly pail. I realized how 
cold the lake was. The entire camp cheered and laughed. The boy swam to shore and took his 
place in the crowd. His role was over and he was just another spectator.  
 Noah asked me, "Do you have any words?" 
 I took a deep breath so my voice would carry and steadied myself to grab Noah when his 
arm came near me. But then I was in through the air, falling, my shins and knees hitting the 
water. I felt the bottom of the lake, the muck, the rocks, the specks of matter suspended in water, 
and the weight of my clothing. Everything was cold. As long as I stayed out of sight, people 
would be looking in my direction. I resurfaced. People on the shore were still clapping. They had 
had a show.  
 I picked up my shoes and sleeping bag on the way to the cabin. Once inside, I received 
my money from the counselor, changed my clothes, and the pleasure left. Guilt followed about 
the money I had in my pocket. My counselor was from Pennsylvania and worked at a Gap store. 
He the woods were new to him and I realized I had been an instrument in his pursuit to pester 
Noah who he was afraid of pestering. Perhaps he thought the endeavor would put Noah in his 
place. I’d been caught up in a struggle that had stretched throughout the summer. I decided to 
bring Noah a tube of Pringles my mother had sent with me as an act of truce and, secretly, as a 
way to say sorry. I got my Pringles from the dining hall because food wasn’t allowed in the 
cabins. Squires would came and infest our beds, if not the occasional bear that wondered into 
Solid Rock ever so often. I then began to walk across the large field separating the campsite from 
the barn.  
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 I was well on my way when I saw another volunteer from the barn, a girl, walking 
towards me. She was a year older than I was and would break my heart five years later. A few 
dried specks of mud sprinkled her face and a film of dust covered her coat. I couldn't distinguish 
the specks from her freckles. Her jeans were more brown than blue, her cuffs were caked in dried 
mud. She had tied her copper hair into a ponytail and was wearing a black cowboy hat.  
 We were alone in the expanse of the field. The girl and I could've easily passed one 
another without locking eyes or exchanging a nod. I walked, looking down at my feet. When I 
glanced up, I saw the girl had started walking towards me, setting herself on a collision course. 
 Her force of happiness met my gravity in the void of the field. She smelled like an animal 
from shoveling manure and grooming the horses. She wore her grin like a weapon and stretched 
her arms out from her sides to stop me. When I ponder this moment, I imagine there is nothing 
else surrounding us—the woods to the left, the lake to the right, the barn ahead, or the buildings 
behind. I see it as a plain where there is only us. If anyone else had occupied that space, 
everything would’ve changed—like the change an observer brings to watching the movement of 
particles. We are two small objects in a theoretically, infinite, expanding universe that has left 
one of us spiraling, ricocheting, to unlikely places.  
 The girl said, "Smile man. You can't pass till you give me a smile." 
 "Why?" 
 "Because I said so." 
 I attempted a smirk to appease her, but my facial muscles betrayed me. I broke into a 
grin, my lips exposing my teeth. Here, there was a girl acknowledging my existence, starting an 
unnecessary conversation in a way Elizabeth never had done and never has.  
 "See? You look better," she said. 
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 She slipped behind me, I'd like to remember with a wink, and waved good-bye. She didn't 
look back as she walked on. I looked back—I am always looking back. I watched the movement 
of her shoulders and hips. How was I to know, when I was young, that the smallest encounters 
accumulate into the constructs we unpack through the years. Or, alternatively, if we are strong 
enough, we disguise them with tricks of fantasy, faith, optimism, or resigned disillusionment. 
[2] 
 I have grown to love comic books. In Fairbanks, where I live, the Comic Shop is the one 
place where the awkward, the pimpled, the role and the card playing, and the collectors 
pilgrimage. These people remain stead fast in devotion to their hobbies and dispositions when 
fads fade—true outsiders of the mainstream—communing with one another. They pay homage to 
their childhood and adolescence. It's more of a clubhouse than a store full of books and 
merchandise.  
 Chelsea is more like pilgrims than I am. She still collects Sailor Moon and Pokémon 
comics, action figures of rock bands, Bobbleheads, and other trinkets. I can't enter the store 
alone. The front windows and glass doors, covered in posters of superheroes and franchises I 
know nothing about, make me I feel like a stranger. 
 One day, at the Comic Shop, while Chelsea scanned through the shelves of Anime, I 
studied the racks of graphic novels. I came across 12 Reasons Why I Love Her, written and 
drawn by Jamie Rich and Joëlle Jones. The store was closing and I decide to purchase the book, 
alongside Jeffrey Brown's Unlikely and Clumsy. The texture of their pages reminded me of the 
coloring books Chelsea and I bought for Blair. 
 I find inspiration in the drawings and the dialogue—cinematography meeting written 
language. Something magical happens between the panels. I don't care to read books of theory 
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and critiques on the art form—the space between the panels is a mystery I'd like to keep. After 
dissecting novels and short stories, I prefer to wander blindly through the inked and colored 
pages. 
 Once I got home, I plopped down on the couch and read 12 Reasons Why I Love Her and 
then read it again. I no longer have the book, I loaned it to a friend a few weeks ago and never 
got it back. The book follows the beginning of Evan and Gwen's relationship to the point where 
they almost break apart, but ends with reconciliation. Superpowers and magic are absent in the 
story, unless love can be considered a superpower and magical. It’s a phenomenon where two 
people let each other close enough to be flayed to the core of their psyche by the other. The scene 
that haunted me for months is where Evan and Gwen go to a cafe for dessert. I had been trying to 
find the words to express my thoughts on love stories and reality in a concise manner, but Jamie 
Rich and Joëlle Jones beat me to the punch. 
 During the date, Evan explains his job as a junior English teacher. Evan says, “You 
know, I tell my students that most existential parables are really love stories without a romantic 
interest . . . A lot of teachers wait until high school for that stuff, but I think it's good to warn 
them of their own impending crises.” 
 Gwen, her elbow prompt on the table with her chin resting on the top of her hand, asks, “I 
don't understand. You make the search for self just another affair of the heart?”  
 Evan, leans forward on the table with his arms crossed, and replies, “Yeah, to a degree, 
these kids have been raised on love stories. Popular culture, when it's not just blowing stuff up, is 
usually concerned with making connections between men and women.” 
 Gwen says, “Sometimes the blowing up connects them, too.” 
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 “Exactly. So we're trained to look at life as a struggle to pair up. What if instead of a 
lonely, depressing struggle, we recast personal identity crises as just the idea that we are 
searching for the soul mate within ourselves (Rich, Jones)?” 
 The phone rang while I was perched on my chair, my feet underneath me. The phone 
vibrated around on the surface of the table. I about let it ring until the voice message picked up 
the call, but I grabbed it instead, not looking at the caller display. 
 I hit the answer button and held the phone to my ear, "Hello?" 
 "Hey. What are you up to?" 
 It was Ryan Sanders. We have known each other for eight years. He had majored in 
philosophy, escaped Alaska after graduating, and married a girl from North Carolina where he 
now lived. I looked out the window.  Rain was drizzling down the glass. The cell connection 
crackled.  
 "Writing. Kind of." I told him about Evan and Gwen. 
 Ryan said, "Huh. Soul mates. That reminds me of a Greek story. They believed that 
before we were born, our souls were severed and placed into two separate bodies. A curse from 
the Gods or one of the Gods or something. You know how they were with their jealousy and 
what not. We then spend our lives searching for our soul mate to reunite the two halves. We 
might not even find them." 
 He was referring to Plato's The Symposium. The idea was that people used to have four 
legs and four arms, two heads, and the genitalia of both sexes. Zeus then separated the psyche 
into male and female. The Gods were afraid we'd be too powerful as a completed being. What if 
Even and the ancient Greeks' idea concerning soul mates are both right? I'm convinced no other 
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curse could strike such scolding pain and present such an imposing task. Ryan and I finished our 
conversation. I sat, staring at the computer screen, contemplating synchronicity. 
 Identity crisis, which certainly can be existential, isn't existentialism in and of itself. Erik 
Erikson, a psychologist, proposed Ego Identity—a process adolescences go through when they 
integrate self-perceptions and future desires outside from their parents'. An identity crisis is the 
failure for that Ego to develop a strong sense of Self. Not everyone has an impending crisis 
looming over the horizon of their later youth or early adulthood. Existentialism, however, is an 
attempt to address the crisis concerning the value of existence, desires, and the Self. This 
happens when the Self is confronted with the idea that there isn't a purpose to existence, desires, 
goals, or the Self. Everything is an illusion created by social constructions and societal 
expectations. Some people never reach the edge of that abyss and look down into the void of 
nothingness. But if we can conceive of nothingness, perhaps there isn’t nothingness. A 
paradox—I see no reason to fear certain paradoxes. 
 Evan and Gwen's discussion doesn't venture to the people standing on the edge of the 
abyss, brought there because of an existential crisis. They could be unaware that there isn't even 
a ledge to stand upon. That ledge is construction just like everything else. To use Freud's 
terminology, I've found people avoid the abyss with denial, regression, displacement, or 
rationalization. Or, returning to popular culture, the people avoid the abyss by blow up their 
lives, the lives of others, or both. For those acknowledging the ledge doesn't exist, they begin to 
rebuild a system of values and meaning through sublimation, if they survive their projection of 
nothingness as that of nothingness stares back at them. 
 Reorienting this struggle in the pursuit of lover within to reach a sense of Self, or to make 
meaning for our existence, is an old one. Carl Jung, an early psychologist, believed the Self's 
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goal was to achieve equilibrium across the Psyche, the totality of the conscious and the 
unconscious. Psyche is also one of the Greek words for soul.  
 I have simplified Jung's ideas. Individualization means psychological health by 
integrating all the facets of the personality together.  He called it the Entropy Principle. The Self 
encompasses the personality, the conscious, the unconscious, and a person's complexes. Unlike 
Freud's Ego, balancing the Super Ego and the Id, Jung's Ego is the center of consciousness where 
we develop critical faculties, accepted or refused responsibilities, made judgments of the world, 
and categorized experiences. However, the Ego shouldn't force the Psyche to fit the image of 
itself during integration, but to help the Psyche navigate the world (Mythos I).  
 To weave our fragmented selves together, to find that elusive soul mate as Evan called it, 
we have to dive below the Threshold of Consciousness. It is where repressed or forgotten 
memories lie, as well as the things we were never conscious of. However, there is danger in 
attempting to cross the Threshold because that is where the Shadow dwells.  
 Jung’s Shadow comprises all the things we hate about ourselves, the models of our 
mothers and fathers, memories we wish to forget, and things we've repressed unknowingly. 
However, the Shadow also holds things we love as well. We develop complexes about ideal 
women, men, the things we hate and love, and project them upon people and reality. Hence, the 
Shadow could be seen as the seat of our intuitiveness. It helps us fall in love at first sight.  
 The Shadow also absorbs the shocks of experience. Some shocks are experienced harder 
than what others might experience—a glass of spilt milk could mean nothing to one person and 
to another it could be the end of the world.  I believe in universal suffering. The agonies of the 
Psyche are personalized just for us. The accumulation of shocks setup the individual's 
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dispositions and attitudes towards life. The Shadow is continually developing the personal 
unconscious throughout an individual’s lifetime.  
 Dreams originate from the Shadow. Jung argues that people in our dreams are just 
projections of ourselves—a personification of the Shadow, personifications of other complexes, 
and elements we recognize of ourselves in other people. Images and people that can be 
recognized from the life of the dreamer come from the first layer of the unconscious. Sometimes 
there are universal archetypes that come from the mass subconscious. Jung also says that not all 
dreams have meaning when all the images are random and chaotic—you know a dream has a 
meaning when you experience it (Sprague.)  
 The Ego, our consciousness, isn't aware of the Shadow's contents or its influence upon its 
own mechanisms. Therefore, none of these aspects are in accord with the Self. The Ego can only 
see what lies beneath by recognizing the projections it experiences and accepting them, bringing 
the fragments together in a manner that provides health to the Psyche. In short, the Ego is 
constructed, the Psyche grows organically, and the Shadow hides. 
 Then there is the physiology of the human brain (Lewis et al. 22-26)The physiology isn't 
a logical layering of the reptilian, limbic, and neocortical brains—it's inherently disjointed. Our 
brains are structured in accord with the passing of genetics millions of years ago and, therefore, 
the layers are at the mercy of the genetics it has inherited. The three layers of the brain are in 
constant communication and the messages can become garbled as each layer severs a different 
purpose in keeping our bodies alive. There is a touch of chaos in all of us.  
 These three parts, comprising the brain as a whole, become more complex, at the cellular 
level, as we move from the Reptilian brain to the frontal lobes. The tissue becomes denser as 
evolution "builds" upon the brain.  Every reptile and mammal has the Reptilian brain that 
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regulates our breathing, aggression, and the fight or flight response. All mammals have a Limbic 
brain—the seat of emotion. Sometimes the emotions reach the conscious state and become 
feelings. If the feelings sustain a long duration, they become moods. Then, there is the 
Neocortical brain—humans have the largest and the most complex, making us distinctly human 
for better or for worse.  
 With the changing structure at the cellular level, communication between the brains 
becomes difficult—the messages have to be reinterpreted or converted. We might think we are 
scared of one thing, but it could be something entirely different. Our minds are not just divided 
in the theories of the early psychologists in their psychoanalysis. Our brain is physically divided. 
We can't just decide to be happy after a disappointment and we can't just make ourselves want 
the right thing or love the right person.  
 Circling back to identity and existential crises as a search for our inner soul mate—the 
inner self as a lover intrigues and disturbs me. We'd be fighting layers of consciousness and 
biology. Also, lovers change one another, wound one another, splinter one another's being 
beyond recognition, and then disappear from our lives.  Of course, some relationships last, but 
I'm convinced there is an expiration date on everything. Sometimes people die before the 
relationship spoils. The relationship might have the expiration date of a hundred and fifty years, 
but we'd never live long enough to find out. I'm hesitant to pursue the soul mate within myself in 
case the relationship doesn't work out. Sometimes it's better to live with regret than to have even 
tried at all. 
 Lastly, returning to Jung and his famous concept of the mass unconscious, where 
archetypes of the world live, and his explanation of why cultures across time and place have 
similar Gods and Goddesses. If our Shadow helps us project upon people aspects and traits of 
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our mother when we are looking for a lover, what if we it can project an ancient Goddess as 
well—Durga. She has many forms. She is the protector and the destroyer. Perhaps the self-
sabotaging, the depressed, the destructive, and the self-loathing are looking for Her, 
unknowingly, in the Shadow. They want Durga’s, Kali's, love. 
[3] 
 I returned home after the week I met the red haired girl on the way to the barn. Summer 
became fall, I turned thirteen, and my father resumed teaching me chemistry, physics, anatomy, 
and technical writing. The arts where never his forte, so I spent the hours after my assignments 
reading science fiction. My mother continued her depression and my father struggled. I 
continued to bridged the gulf between them as they filled me with their heartache, guilt, and 
remorse. My mother was convinced my father didn’t love Becky and perhaps never did. I 
watched over my youngest sister. Fall became a long, dark winter. One evening I dialed the lock 
on my father's gun safe. I wasn't under the delusion I'd be sacrificing myself as Robert believed 
his uncle had. I was sacrificing my childhood nine months out of the year already. 
 I wanted to turn off my frontal lobes because they hurt. Flipping that switch requires a 
particular clarity of thought, a clarity of mind, refusing to plan because a plan can lead to other 
plans. A consciousness can't imagine a world without itself. No one fully wishes to cease 
existence, even when majorities of their inner voices are wishing for death or are already dead.   
 My father had told me of the batched suicides he encountered at work. These patients 
sent the bullet through their faces as if the lead was a plow tilling the earth. All they 
accomplished was deforming their faces or damaging their brains and their lives continued. On 
one occasion, at a firing range, my father said, while tapping the left side of his chest, you don't 
need a big bullet. A 22. will kill someone. A man once put a 22. right into his heart and he was 
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instantly dead. It's the center of center mass. I had never put a gun to my temple and shot myself 
in the head. I was afraid I'd miss my brain, but that didn’t deter me as I headed to the safe. 
Thirteen years old is very young for a person to consider suicide. My self-destructive leanings 
have dissipated to a haze now with pharmaceuticals.  
 Now, center mass—the heart of the matter. When I hear or read the word mass I think of 
gravity because of the long hours spent beside my father discussing physics. I imagine the 
elliptical revolutions of planets, moons, the satellites, twirling galaxies, and how the Earth circles 
around the sun. I think of hearts with swirling emotions caught in own orbits of their own.  
 The safe's combination was kept in a mug atop of the metal box, the size of a refrigerator. 
I spun the dial to the left listening to the clicks, then to the right—more clicks of the mechanism. 
Striving to achieve goals is like reaching for the stars, attaining ascension, with feet stuck in the 
mud. Descent is much easier. 
 I opened the thick metal door and studied the polish barrels, the plastic handgrips of 
pistols, and the stacks of ammunition, some of which I had helped make. I couldn’t make a 
decision between the arsenal or the which bullet to use. I pushed the door shut and spun the dial. 
I went to the bathroom, turned the faucet, and pulled the plunger for the showerhead. The jetting 
water hit the white metal tub that had a pink ring encircled the edges. The water sounded like 
rain on a tin roof. I climbed in with my clothes on.  
 I tried to think of moments I took pleasure in. My mind raced. Images of memory flashed 
like a film that had had its frames cropped, reinserted out of order, and played at high speed. The 
memories—characters I had read about, the voices from talk radio programs, the solitude of 
riding my bicycle, the smell of the world before it rained, Elizabeth, the church, the streets of 
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Anchorage, and pages and diagrams from textbooks. My head ached and tears, hot as the water, 
ran down my cheeks. I thought back to my father's guns. I wept. 
 I recalled the camp. I missed the birches and evergreens, the wood-chipped path through 
the trees, the smell of the old buildings, the creaking floors, and the chill of the lake a hot 
summer day. My mind finally centered on the field of Wagon Train and the girl with the copper 
who had told me to smile. The green of leaves, the heat of the sun, her face, the smell of old 
sweat, the emptiness of the field. I pictured her boots, dirty clothes, and the white teeth behind 
her lips. The void I created around us. 
 Smile. 
 Why? 
 Because I said so. 
 Smiling for the sake of smiling—a beautifully simplistic and irrational method to face the 
world. What was her name?  
 I climbed from the tub and peeled my clothes off, resolving to return to that camp. I 
joined the workcrew after turning fourteen and spent a month at the camp away from my family. 
The workcrew washed the dishes, cleaned the dining hall, assisted in maintenance, and 
performed other assorted tasks. I enjoyed the workcrew more than I enjoyed an actual week of a 
camp program. There was a freedom stemming from not being under constant supervision or 
having a set course of activities, except cleaning up after the meals. On Friday nights, we went to 
the beach, made bond fires, and played football. We hung out with the girls' workcrew and the 
sexual tension in the air was electric; it was nice to be surrounded by the opposite sex. My 
enjoyment came from watching others interact and imagine what it would be like. 
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 When I turned fifteen, I filled out an application to work throughout the summer as a 
counselor's assistant. For previous experience working in the Christian community, I cited my 
work in AWANAs. After I had grown too old for the program, and too afraid to join the youth 
group, I worked with the children. I cleaned up the main floor after Wednesday's dinner, laid out 
the game circle, and listened to them recite verses. Sometimes I 'd see Elizabeth and I'd turn my 
face. I was accepted at the camp. The red haired girl at the camp ever since the time we had 
crossed paths.  
[4] 
 Three years later, I turned seventeen, graduated from high school, and applied to be a 
counselor at the camp. I answered questions about my beliefs and convictions on the Bible: I 
believe daily prayer is necessary and God listens to them. Salvation is only achieved through 
accepting Christ as a personal savior. Jesus Christ is God and is the Son of God. I believe in the 
Trinity. Once you have accepted Jesus you can't lose your salvation. The Holy Spirit is helper 
left behind after Jesus' ascension and is also God. Speaking in tongues happened during the 
early church and haven’t, and won't, happen again. I don't dance, smoke, drink, or gamble and 
all four activities are sinful or can lead to sin so it is best not to do them. I believe in the Rapture. 
I’m not baptized. I knew all the right answers and when to be honest. I confessed on paper. I had 
memorized portions of scripture, but didn't consistently read the Bible. I mailed the application 
packet to the camp. 
 The letter of acceptance arrived and I packed my Bible and clothes. I was going to be the 
workcrew chief, a position I wanted and that other counselors actively avoided. I knew who I 
was, that my purpose was to fulfill the great commission, and I was doing something that would 
resonate through eternity. I was going to help save souls. 
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 After driving for about two hours, I reached Soldotna. Once I found a place to park, I 
killed the engine, grabbed my luggage and sleeping bag, and dumped them in the cabin where all 
the male counselors were staying for the three day orientation. All of the other counselors had 
taken the bottom bunks. I had arrived before dinner and I headed to the kitchen to see if I could 
find George, the head cook. I'd essentially be working under him.  
 The doors of the dining hall were built from planks of wood, treated and stained, with the 
gaps between the boards filled to keep the weather out. The black heavy hinges creaked as I 
opened the doors. The lights were off when I entered. I headed across the carpeted section of the 
hall, but didn't find any counselors or staff there. Some fabric frayed from the carpet—here and 
there—in short or long strands. Stains from food and drinks broke the patterns of color scheme. 
Centered on the carpeted section of the dining hall was the trunk of a tree, shooting from the 
floor to the ceiling, debarked, dried and cracked. Beyond aesthetics, the pillar helped to support 
the second floor where some of the summer staff and the weekly speakers, invited to preach to 
the campers, slept. 
 As I headed to the kitchen, the flooring became linoleum—scuffed, pitted, and scarred 
from years of campers, staff, and chairs without runners scraping across the floor.  The metal 
shudder of the giant kitchen window provided light from the buzzing fluorescent bulb. It was 
also used to give access from the kitchen counter to the outside. The linoleum flooring gleamed.  
A doorframe was next to the window. If there ever had been a door, it had been removed along 
with the hinges. The acoustics of the kitchen drowned every sound coming from the dining hall. 
Footsteps and conversations couldn't be heard, but every sound inside the kitchen—footsteps, 
conversations, loud whispers, and secrets could. Motors powering the industrial freezer and 
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refrigerator hummed and whined, a noise shattering the static silence amid the mixers, ovens, the 
flat top, and the stove.  
A girl was preparing dinner. She had just stooped down to pick something from the floor 
and reappeared in the window. She wore a spotless white shirt and apron and her red hair was 
loose. She had applied black eyeliner as if it were a mask. A paperclip hung from an earlobe. She 
gave a start when she noticed me. She cast a vacant stare and recognition sparked from the 
depths. 
 My heart skipped and the skin from my shoulders, down to my shins, caught fire. I kept 
walking, escaping the dining hall. Instantly, I was taken. She wasn't the girl covered in dirt 
wearing cowboy boots anymore—she had morphed. She was no longer one of the girls whose 
attributes were a mixture of youthful austerity and long suffering, informed by the knowledge of 
an inescapable sin nature. The gender that fundamentalists point to as the one who let sin enter 
creation. 
Those girls at the camp, who read their Bibles, metaphorically cupped themselves for 
marriage, whether to Christ or to a man, who took offense at the slightest suggestion of not 
aspiring to spiritual purity, were like porcelain dolls superglued together. Their eyes were 
unnerving. Those postures mocked and punished the other. I felt these energies whenever I was 
around them.  
I could have stood outside the kitchen, looking in, watching this girl’s movements, her 
hair, her hands, her eyes until the meal was done. She looked broken in a functional fashion, the 
kind of brokenness providing curiosity and the comfort. The elevation of fear of breaking it even 
further was gone. She wasn’t like my mother, which anything could shatter what was being held 
together. 
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 It struck me as fate, finding the red haired girl working in the kitchen. Counselors, those 
eighteen years of age and older, who were local Alaskans, returned year after year, as did local 
teenagers, fifteen to seventeen years old, serving as their assistants. Most of the volunteers from 
the lower forty-eight didn't return summer after summer, but a few did. Then they would 
disappear after graduating high school, college, or, after realizing, they needed a job to finance 
life.  
 The camp was transitioning. I could see it in the new faces of the counselors and 
assistants. Most of us locals had attended Solid Rock when we were campers and then we had 
become volunteers ourselves. It was recruitment from the ground up.  
 It never looked like that on paper, however. Fulltime staff would suggest or ask 
teenagers, turning fifteen, to apply as assistants or, as they graduated high school, to apply as 
counselors. Now, I see it as years cultivating individuals with the ideological preferences camp 
Directors held. Those of us who had been assistants were now counselors. A few of the new 
assistants, who had, or could've been campers when I was an assistant, were now volunteering. 
We were the new guard. 
 There were other recruitment efforts outside from the camp. Besides brochures and the 
camp's website, fulltime staff members, such as the Executive Director, Program Coordinator, or 
Program Directors, would go on vacation after the summer ended, returning to their hometowns 
in the states. They presented congregations, within the demographic age group, the opportunity 
to apply to the camp. They also asked the congregations for financial support. They didn’t have 
full time jobs outside the camp during the winter. Sometimes they would work twenty hours or 
so at a retail store, but most endeavors were to the spiritual. 
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  Now, the copper haired girl had reappeared at Solid Rock. The shower with the hot water 
running down my face wasn't far from my mind. I shoved it away. Telling someone that they 
might have saved you from yourself wasn't something to share. She would think I was strange, 
creepy. 
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Blood and Body 
The half week of orientation ended with an exercise in role-playing scenarios between 
staff members and volunteers. Some of the scenarios had occurred in the past and the directors 
concocted others. There was a famous story of a boy and girl—they had to have been in their late 
adolescence. This had happened years ago, sometime in the 90s. The boy and girl convinced the 
staff that their parents were waiting in the parking lot on registration day, and they weren't 
attending the camp after all. They received their refund for the week of camp and, along with the 
money their parents had given to them for the snack shop, they headed into Soldotna to rent a 
hotel. After this boy and girl made their escape, a new policy was put into place—money for the 
snack shop had to be deposited. 
 When Ted, the Executive Director, told the story, there was a hint of respect alongside 
amusement in his voice. To me, it was a story of inspiration. This couple was heroes, unafraid 
and doing what they wanted to do with less than a thousand dollars between them. Maybe they 
had enough cash to last a week and return after the week had ended. 
 I can see them walking along the Sterling Highway, following the treads of four wheelers 
and dirt bikes. They tow their luggage behind them, over the rocks and dirt, with their backpacks 
strapped to their bodies. The boy is carrying both sleeping bags. They wear blue jeans and talk 
about school, their friends, and how perfect the week looks from where they are standing.  
 I can't see their faces, but I want the boy to be wearing my nose, eyebrows, glasses, lips, 
peach fuzz, and ache. The earth has just reached a perfect position in its revolution and the moon 
has breached the horizon, sharing the sky with the setting sun. The stars, when they'll be visible, 
will be in perfect alignment. The couple turns and wraps their arms around each other and kisses. 
The couple had been eventually caught before the week was out. 
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 When orientation was over, we split into groups: those who'd be working at Wagon 
Train, Lakeside, and the Workcrew. Jim, my assistant, and I arrived at the kitchen and met 
George. He showed us how he reorganized the kitchen after taking charge. He was just passed 
thirty, his shoulders broad, and had a long goatee. He and his wife, Emily, had been working in 
the kitchen for years. She was the baker and always covered in flour. Sometimes it graced her 
hair, making it look like she had strands of white. She was a runner and a hiker and her muscles, 
under her skin, must have been like steel cables.  
 George led Jim and I back to the industrial dishwasher. He reached down with his thick 
arm and lifted a square cover, chrome and diamond grated. The rest of the floor was linoleum 
and uneven, I suspect from water damage. All three of us peered inside—it was the washer's 
drain. Black liquid rested at the bottom. It looked as thick as used motor oil.  
 George, looking down into the pit, and said, "If those boys act up and cleaning the grease 
traps, that flattop I showed you, doesn’t help, you can always let them clean this." He slid the 
cover back into place and stepped on it. "I suppose that's about it." 
 As George left, the girl with the copper hair came into the room. She leaned against the 
counter and bent her knee, resting the sole of her Converse against one of the cabinet doors. I 
saw the skin of her knees through the slits of her jeans. She kept her left hand behind her back 
and extended her other hand, keeping a tattoo hidden from sight. I had already seen it—pitch 
black ink formed into verses, composed in a foreign alphabet. I gripped her hand and smelled her 
perfume. Her handshake was firm. A piece of torn cloth, or bandana, was tied around her wrist. 
Her fingernails were yellow. 
 She said, "Brittney. I'm sure we've met before. I've been running into so many others 
since the last time here. I just don't remember everyone. " 
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 "We met at Wagon Train. I was a camper and you were wrangler. This is Jim." 
 "Huh. I've been in California—I live in California." Her eyes shifted to the edge of her 
sockets as if she had just seen something. She spoke with a smile, "And, now I'm back here 
again." Her face became serious again and she looked over at Jim, "How about you?"  
 Jim said, "This is my first year." 
 I wanted to turn the moment into a still life and spend the stolen time studying her in 
every detail. The strands of hair, the threads of her clothes, and the pores of her face—I wanted 
to know things and the things she knew. She seemed she would run away and maybe I could run 
away with her just like the boy and girl Ted had told all of us about. I could shed my nature. Too 
often, I choose retreat and surrender.  
 Brittney turned her head and nodded towards the kitchen and said, "Well, introductions. 
Nice meeting you again and nice meeting you, Jim." 
 Once she left, Jim shook his head. In her back pocket was a smashed pack of Marlboro 
cigarettes. My assistant had recognized something in her I hadn't.  
[2] 
 It was the first or second week of camp when Josh arrived on Sunday; it was his first year 
on the workcrew. He was taller and three years younger than I. His short-sleeved shirt draped 
down to his thighs. The shoes he wore made his feet appear wider and longer than they actually 
were. He followed me in a slow saunter through the dining hall and kitchen while I showed him 
his responsibilities.  
 Once in the very back of the kitchen, I said, "Here's the sinks where we scrub the pots 
and pans. Here are the mop buckets." 
 He said, "I know how to use a mop . . . Boss."  
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 There was an edge to his voice I didn't like. After the first lunch period, I assigned him 
the front dining room. He moved the mop along the linoleum, spreading water in slow swirls 
across the floor. Picking up the mop, he dumped it into the yellow bucket, lifted the head, and 
placed it into the plastic press, half-heartedly punching the lever, and squeezing the water from 
the braided tails of fabric. All he was making were puddles. He hadn't even placed most of the 
chairs atop of the tables to reach the flooring underneath where most of the food collected. 
 I said, "Put some effort into it. The others are almost done." 
 He grinned. I could see his braces cemented to his teeth. He taunted, "You can't rush 
perfection, man. What did you say? If it's worth doing, it's worth doing right?" 
 "I was talking about diligence or work ethic or something like that." 
 I heard the tearing of aluminum foil from the kitchen window. Brittney was covering the 
leftovers from lunch to stow away in the refrigerator. She was watching me through the window. 
She hoisted the container and disappeared from sight. I heard the heavy doors of the refrigerator 
open and the latches click shut. When she returned, she was holding a small bucket of sanitizer 
and a rag. Josh was still slow dancing with the mop. 
 I turned away, considering what to do. The drainage pit was still under the floor next to 
the dishwasher and the workcrew girls were almost finished using the machine. I was growing 
embarrassed with my failures. Assigning Josh to clean the drain was too extreme for his first 
week. With Josh, there was a question of self-motivation that even God couldn't bestow without 
invasive, spiritual surgery. Instilling self-motivation into another human being—what a semantic 
flaw. 
 Brittney was wiping the counter now, steam rising from the rag as she ran it across the 
surface. Her eyes darted to her hands and then to Josh, scrutinizing, but I thought she was 
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looking at me. She dropped the rag into sanitizer, which splashed from the bucket. She leaned 
over the counter until Josh could see her better. Her copper hair bulged under her blue, knit hat.  
Between her white shirt and the bright lighting, the freckles of her face popped.   
 She said, "You really couldn't move any slower if you tried, Josh. It is Josh, right? You're 
all hard to tell apart from the way you all work. Those skinny arms of yours not strong enough? 
Are the chairs too heavy?" Brittney came through the door of the kitchen, walking between the 
serving tables. She rested her palms on two of the edges and leaned forward. "Are you aware of 
shame? It's a feeling usually followed by your face turning red. Like now." 
 Josh looked to me as if I would soothe his pride, but my own face was flushed. Most of 
the workcrew boys came from parents refusing to pay for a week of camp or thought cleaning 
dishes and dining halls instilled character they couldn't build in their own sons. The faith we 
place in our offspring.  
 The years she spent in California were written on her arm, the makeup on her face, the 
trinkets on her wrists, the paper clip hanging from her earlobe, and the worn clothes under her 
work shirt and apron. But the state she came from didn't matter, be it Oregon, Washington, 
Nevada, or Arizona. Anything south of the peninsula was exotic, anything outside of Alaska.  
 Popular culture used to take three weeks or so to reach Alaska. The time gap was greater 
during the 90s. 2006 was the last year, or the year just before when mainstream culture—the fads 
that stayed and didn't—took weeks to reach Alaska. Example: bands reaching fame didn't play 
on the local radio stations in Alaska until after weeks of being replayed constantly down in the 
states. The children of re-station military families brought the changing culture with them as well 
like during elementary school when Pokémon cards were the rage. Little things like that 
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contributed to the gap of time. It has been closing steadily to the point where it is moot. Top of 
being homeschooled for years, my imagination was ahead of me in concern to Brittney.  
 Josh peered at the floor and sped up his mopping. Brittney came over and sat down in one 
of the chairs in the staff dining room, a small alcove from the rest of the dining hall. Once every 
two weeks or so, a newspaper might be left on a table or on the lid of the piano tucked in the 
corner of the room. These were careless mistakes—news outside the camp was restricted along 
with CD players, iPods, laptops, magazines, and radios. Ted explained during orientation that 
these rules were to keep the world outside from the camp. Staff and campers were to immerse 
themselves in nature, community, and physical activities to reconnect with the body, mind, and 
soul. Brittney appeared to have integrated the body, mind and soul into a singular conscious 
entity. There was no need for these three divisions to be rectified for her. 
 On the table where Brittney sat was plastic dart gun molded in the shape of a space 
blaster. The body was yellow, the handgrip colored blue, with red stripes running down its 
barrel. It was one of the toys belonging to Big Chad or Craig's children. It was missing its neon 
orange dart. Brittney picked it up and aimed at the floor through the plastic sights. Josh finished 
mopping and slowly approached her. 
 He asked, "So, girl, where you from?" 
 I shook my head. I wondered his speech worked with girls at his school or if it was a 
persona he adopted just for the camp where no one knew him—an opportunity to reinvent 
himself. 
 Brittney answered, "The bad side of Cali, where did you think?" 
 "Oh yeah? What'cha do there?" Josh said, bobbing his head at the last word of his 
question. 
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 Brittney leaned back in her chair, balancing on the rear legs. She grinned, raised the toy 
gun, pivoted it horizontally, and said, "Die, fuck'n nigga!" 
 Josh and I both looked at each other. 
 Brittney looked amused. "Oh, seriously you two, it's not like that. It's a place like any 
other place. Except this place." 
 Yes, this place was different. The camp was more subtle with its executions. 
 I told Josh to check the progress the boys were making with the pots and pans and I sat 
next to Brittney. She rested the plastic gun on the table and tugged her hat off. Her hair fell down 
the side of her cheeks. Her hair was becoming strands of twine. I must have been staring at her. 
 She smiled, "I'm trying to grow dreadlocks. They're coming back this season. I know they 
are." 
 "How do you know?" 
 She said, "I stay ahead of the curve." She was quiet for a moment, looking at the gun. 
"You know what I like about you?" 
 She liked me. "I have no idea." 
 Brittney held her hand flat in the air, "You're like this. Steady. You're not pretending." 
 I glanced around the room, I couldn't meet her eyes. "What do you mean?" 
 She said, "Just that you're different." 
 I heard a clatter of a pan from the washroom. I glanced at the plastic gun on the table, 
resisting the urge to pick it up. "I have to go." 
 As I left, Brittney turned in her chair and said, "See what I mean? And . . . don't let them 
push you around. Is there anyone else helping you besides Jim?" 
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 I turned around and looked into her eyes. At that moment, I felt we were a team, a 
mismatched duo of sorts. I wondered what her tattoo said but I didn't ask. I wondered if one of 
the children of the camp was missing their toy. "No, it's just me and Jim and you and the other 
cooks." 
 I think this happened at this point—I find myself drifting at the intersection of reality, 
desires, and illusions. I place faith in the fourth dimension where everything that has happened, 
is happening, and will happen exist harmoniously. I find myself drifting at the intersection of 
illusion, desire, and reality. I've replayed this summer over and over in my mind for the eight 
years and the days and the weeks have folded onto the others. Certain instances remain distinct. 
As Neil Gaiman once wrote “Never trust the storyteller. Only trust the story” (Gaiman). Stories 
don’t rely on chronology, continuity, or dates—their absences are the cornerstone of how the 
world’s myth are written. 
[3] 
 I dreamed of Brittney again—we're in the back of the kitchen and I'm sliding small 
plastic crates through the washer, full of bowls, plates, and silverware. The stainless steel of the 
washer and white of the walls are almost luminescent. I close the machine and press the start 
button. The sounds of jetting water or the hums of mechanisms don’t emit from the washer, but I 
know it’s working.  
Brittney’s dressed in her torn jeans and a loose fitting long sleeved shirt. She sits on the 
metal stool with the indentation in the center of the seat, her legs propped up on the side of the 
machine. I suppose her pack of cigarettes is crumpled. We've propped open one of the small 
windows next to the back door to keep the humidity low. Emily is nowhere within this dream—a 
first. 
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We're both smiling. She is reading a book. It is a semi-thick paperback novel. I’ve the 
impression it's a book I lent her, full of spaceships and interdimensional travel. The entire 
kitchen is silent except for us. I like the idea of other dimensions and other selves and that 
sometimes, maybe, they bleed into the other. The idea of another Charles Frost living a shittier 
life than my own is comforting.  
 I want to know what she's reading, but I can't make out the title. Her hands, with those 
yellow fingernails, are concealing most of the cover. The spine of the book is facing the floor. 
Though I don’t hear it, she's reading a passage aloud to me and we're laughing. The washer stops 
its cycle and I lift the doors. Steam billows out and dissipates swiftly. I step to the other side of 
the machine to pull the crates out through the other end. I bump into Brittney’s legs. She rests the 
book in her lap, smiles, and doesn’t move. 
 She's amused and playful. I smile back. There's another sensation of laughter. She brings 
her knees to her chest, I slip pass her, and pull out the clean dishes. I continue the process of 
washing the dishes. 
 I wonder what we were going to do after I finished the chore. Jung would suggest this 
dream would mean something for elements are coming directly from my life. I haven’t an idea 
what it could signify. Within his theory, my Shadow is communicating with me, but the message 
is all garbled. It's me washing dishes with a projection of Brittney, which is my Self, teasing me 
while I work.  
[4] 
 After the campers departed at the end of the week, Craig, the Lake Side Program 
Director, held a meeting to debrief the summer volunteers inside the chapel. The main room of 
the chapel was large with wide and tall windows presenting a view of the trees, and past them, 
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the lake. Most of us had bags under our eyes, but the more extroverted of the group were still 
smiling and talking. None of us had taken showers and it was close to noon. We sat cross-legged 
on the floor. 
 Craig lifted a foldout chair from the stacks, set the chair in front of us, and sat down. He 
held a stack of papers and a box of pens in his hands. He wore a goatee throughout the summer, 
shaving it occasionally, and grew it out again. Without the facial hair, he looked like he was in 
his late twenties instead of having reached his thirties. He had married one of Ted's daughters, 
Noah had eventually married another, and a third man, who occasionally worked a few weeks at 
the camp during the summer, also married one of Ted's daughters. Big Chad, a mechanic and 
maintenance staff member had come to the camp because Craig had asked him to. I sensed the 
camp was a run by one large family and everything that happened was funneled directly to Ted 
through these blood ties or deeply rooted friendships. That day, Craig wore blue athletic shorts, a 
T-shirt, and Nikes.  
 He dropped the papers and the pens underneath his seat, leaned forward, rested his 
elbows on his knees, clasped his hands together, and said, "We had a great, great week."  
 We all clapped. Some of the girls cheered.  
 "Next week will be different. The campers will be older. More on that later. Is there any 
good news? News worth sharing? Anything someone thinks that should be shared with me?" 
 A counselor raised her hand. 
 Craig leaned backward and pointed directly at her. "Go." 
 "I led two campers to Christ this week and they accepted Jesus into their lives." 
 Craig clapped slowly and we followed. 
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 Another counselor raised her hand and said, "I have a few prayer requests. My campers 
aren't going back to the best of homes. Their parents aren't Christians, I'd like for us to pray for 
truth to enter their family and that the girls will have the strength to grow in their relationship 
with Christ." 
 After everyone finished sharing, we bowed our heads and prayed as a group. After Craig 
closed the prayer, he reached for the stack of papers under his chair and threw them at us. Some 
fluttered through the air and others landed down at his feet.  
 "Assistants, you're dismissed. We need the flooring vacuumed and the restrooms cleaned. 
You all know the drill. Counselors, you need to fill out these papers. Fill it all out, huh? Again, 
these help us track the spiritual growth of the campers who come here. And year after year and 
what not and what not. Think before you write down your answers, we keep these in the office 
for future references. It helps us to keep track of their spiritual growth. I need them back." Craig 
looked at his watch. "Soonish. Like, fill them out now."  
 Craig dumped the box of pens on the floor as he left. We picked up the pens and papers, 
looking for our names printed at the top, sorting them among ourselves. The boys on the 
workcrew had individual forms assigned to themselves. Questions filled the pages: Did the 
camper have a previous relationship with Christ?  How has the camper grown in Christ this 
week? What spiritual questions did the camper ask? What spiritual struggles do you see them 
facing? How did the camper act throughout the week?  
 I read the names of my boys. Other counselors didn't seem to have any difficulty with 
scribbling their answers. I thought about the verse asserting that only God knew the true state of 
a person's heart. Then there was Paul who wrote about the Fruits of the Spirit and how to discern 
true believers from the fakes. I hesitated at each question then quickly scribbled out answers and 
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handed the forms to one of the counselors who took them to the office on the first floor of the 
chapel.  
 I kept thinking about the evaluations I had in the office from when I was a camper, 
tucked away in a filing cabinet—I never knew I had a file. What had the previous counselors 
written about me? There was one year, after I had met Brittney at Wagon Train, when all I did 
was question theological interpretations of the Bible, deconstructing it. Eventually, my counselor 
asked me if I was even a Christian. I had said, I'm just playing devil's advocate, and he said, well, 
it's not good just to do that. What had he written? Perhaps he wrote Charles is pondering and 
questioning the nature of God, evil, and free will. He seems frustrated with the answers I supply. 
The weekend passed and another week began.  
 One morning, after leading the boys down from the Crow's Nest, I weaved my way 
between the tables in the dining hall, past the treated, cracked trunk, until I reached the very back 
of the room. It was the table situated next to the storeroom. Every year I worked with the crew, 
we had sat there. 
 While waiting our turn to join the line of kids and adults to collect our food, the boys 
fiddled with their spoons and forks and spun their small plastic cups on the table. The campers 
loaded their plates as they filed through the buffet style layout. The dining hall filled with the 
sound of two hundred children and adults chewing, swallowing, and talking. Volume rose as 
people tried to talk to one another, raising their voices to be heard that lead to others raising their 
own voices. Cheap silverware scraped across cheap plates. After the fulltime staff lined up with 
their spouses and children, we followed.  
 As we ate, a workcrew girl came by to check our pitchers of water and orange juice. She 
had positioned her ponytail to the right side of her head, just behind her ear. Her skin—the 
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lightest of browns. She was fifteen or sixteen years old. Her smile was wide and her teeth were 
white. She wore a blue apron snug against her slim hips. 
 One of the boys said, "Make a donut with your mouth." 
 She shifted weight, still holding a pitcher, and said, "Bob your head like a chicken." 
 She immediately she glanced at me and looked to the floor. She was embarrassed, 
assuming I know what the two of them were referencing, but the sexual innuendo went over my 
head.  
 She turned her head to the side and said, "I'll never say that again." She walked away 
with our empty pitchers. When the camp finished eating, we cleaned off the tables, began 
spraying the tables with sanitizer, and wiped them with hot rags. Steam wafted from the cloth 
and our hands turned red.  
 I came to a table that hadn’t been cleared off, picked up a stack of dishes with pieces of 
half eaten pancakes and fruit on top, drenched in syrup, and brought them to the stainless steel 
counter. The workcrew girls were stationed there, using spatulas to scrape the food into a 
trashcan before passing them to others using the dishwasher.  Brittney came around from the 
kitchen with a mixing bowl full of utensils though she could have stayed in the kitchen and 
passed them from the other side of the counter. 
 She looked at the plates in my hands as I set them on the counter. Syrup had made its way 
onto my palms and between my fingers.  
 She shook her head and said, "And that is why I hated working as a waitress in the 
mornings. Syrup gets everywhere and it’s a pain in the ass to keep scrubbing your hands off." 
 I associated waitressing and California together. The men and women my father 
described to me, who ran to L.A., to audition for films, to attain a record deal, or to write 
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screenplays. He talked about these people when asking what I wanted to do with my life. He 
talked about the percentages of successful individuals and the failures. Those who didn't make it, 
as he would say. Losers were everywhere in the world and I was steering towards that path. He 
was trying to save me. 
 Brittney's voice interrupted my thoughts. "You remind me of someone who died. You 
have his smile and eyes. The same color if you believe that. His name was David. Sometimes, 
seeing you from a distance, it's like . . . the same." 
 I asked, "How’d he die?" 
 It was as if I asked her to describe my death, the way she paused and blinked, seemingly 
to peek into the future. Finally, she settled on one possibility. "Car crash. He just didn't make it. 
Sometimes people just don't make it." She shook her head.  
 At the time, I saw David as variation of myself. Now, I imagined David as a carpenter—
nailing pieces of his life together, like constructing a house or pieces of furniture. He failed to 
finish what he was building—to make it—to accomplish something. But maybe the car crash 
was part of the design of his life.  
 Not that he intended to die, but somehow fate, destiny, the determinism, the set courses 
of partials—for every action there an equal and opposite reaction—had made it so. Now, David 
wouldn't need to maintain anything, like repainting the sidings of a house or restraining furniture 
through the years. He could relax. Sometimes I doubt David even existed. 
 After that, Brittney increasingly occupied my thoughts during June. I had found my body 
foreign and my head buzzing. I hadn't felt that way towards a girl since Elizabeth Metcalf—
infatuated, twitterpated, illuminated, love-struck, cupidinous, to the point of crushed.  
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 Every meal, when Brittney worked, I hoped to catch a glimpse of her. However, I never 
followed her like I had followed Elizabeth. Brittney's torn jeans and her red hair turning into 
dreadlocks enticed me. I had heard she used Mayonnaise to start their formation, dipping her 
hands into the large industrial container of white gunk, and running her fingers through her hair. 
All the staff hated it, she knew it, and she enjoyed it. She lived outside the normative.  
When I finally recognized the pounding in my chest for what it was, and that it was 
impossible to shut down, I spent several days deciding how to gain Brittney's attention and how 
to deserve it. I decided to stop masturbating.  
 During my father's restoration of a bedroom several years ago, my brother and I slept in 
the library. The room wasn't so much of a library as it was a dumping ground for all the things 
my mother never threw away. Sometimes my brother slept on the couch. My parents had filled 
the bookshelves with their old medical textbooks from their years in nursing school. I flipped 
through the volumes reading about muscle groups and patient care, psychology, and, of course, 
found my way to the sexuality chapters. An entire sub section was dedicated to masturbation. I 
learned the mechanics of stimulation through technical descriptions of how to achieve an 
orgasm. Full of curiosity, I followed the instructions and I was surprised when I began 
ejaculating. Of course, I made it a frequent activity.   
 Speakers at the camp, throughout the years, had spoken against masturbating. It took 
away the joy and holiness of sex. Self-love, loving one's self, diminished the love you could give 
to another person—therefore it was sin. If resisting the urge to grab myself sanctified my body, 
mind, and spirit, and ensured happiness in future relationships, I wanted to do so for Brittney.  
 [5] 
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 One time after lunch, I swept the kitchen while the boys scrubbed the taco soup from the 
six-inch deep pans and cleaned the floors. The cooks preferred me to maneuver through the 
kitchen because I stayed out of their way while they moved about. The workcrew boys always 
got underfoot and agitated them. Brittney was talking with an older woman who was a part of the 
SOWERS. They were a retired group of couples traveling the states in RVs, volunteering at 
Bible camps for a few weeks at a time. The older woman's hair was white and she wore one of 
the flower printed aprons from the back of the kitchen. She was cutting vegetables and Brittney 
was putting leftovers in containers. A Rockstar energy drink was sitting on the counter. Brittney 
popped it open and took several gulps. 
 The older woman didn't turn her head, but a small frown appeared at the corners of her 
mouth as she worked the knife. She asked, "Why do you drink that stuff. Do you know what it 
does to your body?" 
 Brittney ran the spatula down the sides of one of the pans and cocked her head to the 
side. She leaned her right hip and rested her elbow on the counter. Broth dripped from the 
spatula onto the floor—a slipping hazard—but she didn't seem to notice. Emily worked and 
silently listened to the conversation as she prepped the night's dessert for the dinner cook. 
 Brittney mixed a thoughtful tone into her voice and said, "I just ask myself, what will it 
take to get me through the day? You know, it isn't easy giving up the other stuff. In comparison, 
this is healthier, don't you think?" Brittney picked up the can, brought it to her lips, and threw her 
head back and downed the rest. She made a fist, crushing the can, and tossed it into one of the 
trashcans. 
 I took the dustpan, bent to the floor, and collected the brown pile of dirt and bits of food, 
pretending not to eavesdrop. George, Emily, and Brittney went to Kaladi Brothers Coffee, a 
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coffee shop in Soldotna frequently. How many times had Brittney asked herself that question as 
she poured packets and packets of sugar and creamer into her Americanos already sweetened 
from syrup? The staff found the coffee disgusting when the three of them returned. 
 The old woman noticed Brittney's reproach. "Have you gone to the dentist to get your 
teeth checked? That stuff ruins your teeth." 
 "I tried going to the dentist's once,” said Brittney,” I bounced the check. I thought I had a 
day or two to float." 
 The woman kept her eyes on her hands, watching them work, I imagine her knuckles 
were hurting and she needed to concentrate on her movements. She said, "I just can't imagine 
living like that." 
 After letting the pans of chocolate cake cool, Emily spread the frosting over the surface 
and then ran a knife vertically across the pan, cutting the cake in half. She continued cutting the 
halves into halves until she had her desired number of slices. She repeated the process 
horizontally. She scooped the squares into bowls she had aligned atop of aluminum sheets. Emily 
picked up the sheets and slid them into the proofer's racks. Brittney finished her conversation 
with the old woman.  
 Emily’s face was stern. She untied her apron and rolled it up so the flour wouldn't fall to 
the floor. She had been in Cambodia during their revolution, saw the plates fall from their 
shelves, the floors shake, when artillery hit. She was in the country either on a ministry trip or on 
a vacation. Sometimes I find it hard to distinguish the two. There were many things on, and in, 
her mind.  
 A few times throughout the summers, I had seen her play the piano in the staff dining 
room when she thought no one was around. I heard her hit the wrong key once. She stopped 
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playing and became a statue. She must have felt my eyes. She swiveled on the bench, looked at 
me, scratched her nose, compressed her face, and left. She had looked young while sitting at the 
instrument. Brittney said there was a one in a billion chance to meet someone as talented as 
Emily. She had known Emily since she was eleven and Emily was twenty-four. 
 Emily said, "I'll see you in a bit."  
 I dumped the dustpan and checked the boys in the back of the kitchen. They were 
laughing, covered in water from the sinks, wearing green rubber gloves reaching to their elbows. 
They were several sizes too big. The pile of dirty pans and mixer bowls was diminishing and the 
drying racks were filling up. The first sink had turned an off color brown. I told them to drain the 
sink and refill it.  
 I headed to the dining hall where Jim was keeping an eye on the other boys. I went to the 
coffee maker and filled a white Styrofoam cup. I looked across the room. Brittney was sitting in 
the staff area, reading a book. She had torn off the cover and title page. I had seen her reading it 
before. She never seemed to make progress, as if the first quarter of the book contained an 
infinite number of pages. I walked towards her and she placed the book face down on the table, 
but I had already caught the title of the book from the left header of the page: AA.  
 I said, "Do you read anything for fun?" 
 Her face remained solemn, "No, I don't read. I draw and write—journal stuff. It helps." 
She set the book on the table and crossed her legs. "I've seen you reading though. What that 
about?" 
 "It's a history book. On the French Revolution." I backtracked; I didn't want to come 
across as a nerd. "I read others though, like Time Enough for Love. It's a novel about a man that 
lives for millennia."  
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 "History, huh? That's cool. I never paid attention to it. So you're smart?" 
 Smart—I've never considered myself smart. It was the reason I was reading the book. I 
wanted to be interesting and still do. I said, "I don't know. I just study hard, but this just has my 
attention." 
 "Sometimes I wish I had that interest. Are you going to school? I mean college." 
 I had been accepted into British Columbia in Vancouver, Ashland in Oregon, and 
Fairbanks, a onetime gold town north of Anchorage. "I might. I don't want to. Been in school 
for," I did the math in my head and my eyes glazed over, "twelve years already. And a year's 
worth of college credits. I think I want a break." 
 "Don't do that. You should go. I should have paid attention and gone to school." 
 I asked, "The book you're reading—" 
 She glanced at the book and then at my eyes. Somehow, she knew, that I knew, what she 
had been reading, and assumed the specifics as to why. "It's something I have to read. Alcohol 
and crystal. I'm stopping." 
 I heard the boys in the back of the kitchen becoming rowdy and turned to go. I said, "I 
have to see what's happening in the back." 
 She sat still in her chair, but didn't reach for the book. I imagine the book was heavier 
than the paper and the binding put together. There was a particular honesty about existing as 
yourself in public.  
 [6] 
 C10H15N—the molecular structure for dextro-methamphetamine. A single molecule of 
carbon carries six electrons orbiting around the marriage of the neutron and protons. Hydrogen 
with its single electron and nitrogen with its seven. These are stable elements, balanced 
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electrically—matching positive and negative forces. I see these elements as planets close enough 
to kiss, with their orbiting satellites. Only when other elements come in conjunction to one 
another does the balance teeter and electrons extend their orbits, creating these molecules. 
 When meth is swallowed, snorted, smoked, or mainlined, the blood is filled with the 
cooked anhydrous ammonia, red lye, drain cleaner product, acetone, muriatic acid, methyl 
alcohol, red phosphorous, toluene, acetone, pseudoephedrine, muriatic acid, lithium strips from 
batteries, and iodized salt. All of these ingredients in meth are processed or artificially produced 
to make viable products to be used in daily life. None of these ingredients exist naturally in these 
exact states or in large enough quantities to be used in manufacturing. Some of these ingredients 
are also used in bombs. 
 Dextro-methamphetamine activates the nucleus acumbens. Six times more dopamine than 
the body can produce is instantaneously released and absorbed by receptors. It's better than sex 
and rock and roll combined. Euphoria saturates the mind, sometimes followed by paranoia, and 
sometimes that paranoia fuels hallucinations. After the drug passes its half-life, it's a straight fall 
from pleasure into depression. The body can never produce enough dopamine to repeat that rush. 
Not the birth of a child or a winning ticket of a lottery. It's biological.  
 The drug fries out the award system in the brain over an extended period, a duration of 
time depending on amount and length of use, and when the law of diminishing returns asserts 
itself. When people are breaking a strong dependence on the drug, it can take a year for the brain 
to accept that it will no longer receive the boost. The damaged infrastructure will have to make 
do with what is left.  
 It's fascinating—an artificial drug for an artificial society. Clocks and full spectrum 
lighting break natural circadian rhythms. Machinery increases speed and production lending 
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more time to make more products. Meth can keep you up for days—essential drugs to military 
pilots and infantry throughout the World Wars. Truckers adopted it towards the mid-century. 
What do we fill our extra time with between the bookends of eternity, the duration of our lives? 
What does it take to get through the day and what does it take to get through a life?  
[7] 
 Everyone disappeared once the campers left on Saturday. The local volunteers went 
home to wash their laundry and everyone else went to Fred Meyer's, a local grocery and 
department store, and then back to the camp. Some formed groups and played freebee golf, 
others gossiped, a few walked about the lake, and some simply stayed in their cabins. Mostly the 
weekends were silent. The fulltime staff retreated to their homes on the campgrounds, which 
were spread down the road leading to the other side of the lake. 
 Every Sunday, the fulltime staff loaded the volunteers who spent the weekend at the 
camp into vans and drove them to church. In past summers, I had joined the mandatory trip to 
one of the local congregations. The church rented a school's auditorium to hold praise and 
worship sessions. The drummer would hammer on the drums and clash on the cymbals—the 
guitars were loud background static.  They were trying to catch the attention of God. This 
summer, the staff let me catch up on lost sleep. 
 After waking one Sunday, I quietly dressed so I wouldn't wake Jim and grabbed my 
water bottle. The sky was grey and the air was chilly. The gravel crunched under foot as I 
crossed the back parking lot of the dining hall. I searched for leftover coffee from Saturday and 
filled my water bottle at one of the sinks. Lunch was still hours away and the camp would spring 
to life once more. Until then, everything was still. 
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 I heard a car pull up in the back and Emily and Brittney came into the kitchen. Brittney 
wore a red hoodie with white print on the front and Emily was in her tan shorts. They opened a 
couple of pantries and collected snacks, mostly power bars.  
 Brittney smiled at me, turned to Emily, and asked, "Can he come along on the hike?" 
 Emily stopped and slightly cocked her head. I was excited. She was actually thinking 
about it, calculating. The thirty-two ounces of water I was holding became heavy. She said, "No, 
we can't. He won't be back in time for the campers to arrive." 
 Brittney walked towards me with her arms outstretched and firmly wrapped them around 
me. I felt body heat. Physical affection was suppressed at the camp. I felt safe in that moment 
and what did the physical affection mean? The cotton separating us, the heat of her cheek against 
mine, her fingers on my back, I wanted to stand there forever. I closed my eyes tight and the hug 
was still lasting. Finally, I opened my eyes. 
 Emily looked astonished. Her shock gave way to a clenched jaw with her lips 
compressing into a straight line, rested her hands on her hips, and then opened her mouth to say 
something. If there were words forming in her mouth, they collapsed on her tongue. Her 
expression switched again, turning contemplative, running through a myriad of thoughts trying to 
find an appropriate reaction. There was a five-second rule on hugging at the camp, and, though I 
had lost all sense of time, I knew we had surpassed the time limit. 
 Emily said, "Come on, Brittney, we have to get started. We still have to drive out there." 
 Brittney finally let me go and I fell into her eyes. I wanted to hold her hand and follow 
her out to the car. I wanted to say, It'll be fine, someone will watch them until I get back, take me 
with you. I image Emily striding up the mountain, the two of us attempting to catch up. I would 
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be following Brittney and the soles of her Converse would become visible at each step, over the 
roots, around the rocks, through the dirt pathway.  
 If I had gone, would the Fates—the spinner, the drawer, and the shearer—have designed 
a different tapestry, on the level of a single thread, depicting the story of humanity? Brittney 
turned, as if hearing my thoughts and waved good-bye. Once again, I was standing with my arms 
dangling at my sides, but instead of a can of Pringles, I was holding a bottle of water.  
[8] 
 At night, I would plan the future. Would I be heading to Fairbanks, Oregon, Canada, or 
staying at the camp? Bob had offered me a place to stay for the winter. Brittney was planning to 
stay for the winter, but I wasn't aware of it then. However, I wanted to sit alongside her, leaning 
against one another, watching the snow fall from the overcast, with our hands wrapped around 
mugs of hot chocolate. We'd trudge through the snow—push each other into drifts as we walked. 
Perhaps Emily would include me in her and George's world. Maybe I could've gone to the coffee 
shop with them—it was all the small things. 
 Before sleep finally overtook me, I'd hear the boys tossing and turning in the night. I 
wondered what they dreamed of while they slept, and if they were relieved when consciousness 
left or returned. That summer, while I planned a future involving Brittney, my dreams were vivid 
and wet.  
 However, several nights throughout the summer, I'd awake with a dry mouth and a full 
bladder. I’d walk out of the Crow's Nest, barefoot, onto the chilly wooden deck. The sky would 
be dark blue, with thin clouds stretching across the atmosphere. One night, I walked down the 
flight of stairs, gingerly, avoiding splinters, and I saw a light from one of the second floor 
windows. I had seen the light before, but had never given it much thought. 
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 Standing on the steps of the Crow's Nest, I counted the dark windows—room eight, six, 
four—it was Brittney’s. The curtains were drawn. I tried to make out a silhouette, assuming the 
bed was near the open window, to catch the evening breezes of the summer. I imaged her sitting 
cross legged, wearing just underwear and a shirt, with her spiral notebook resting in her lap. 
Another variation of my thoughts put the large sketchpad I had seen her write on in front of her 
as she stretched out on the floor—long lines of words stretching across the expanse of paper in 
small handwriting, leaving no room for margins. I loved the obsessed penmanship and the 
patience it took to accomplish a complete drawing of words. She could've been stretched out on 
the mattress, eyes open, afraid of sleep, the bags growing under her eyes, until consciousness 
collapsed. I checked my watch hanging from my belt loop—it was just past four in the morning.  
 Keeping an eye on the window, I continued down the stairs. I walked barefoot across the 
gravel, felt the pinpricks against my soles, and slowly opened the door into the dining hall. After 
pissing, I returned to the Crow's Nest. The light was still on in Brittney’s room. Sometimes, on 
those nights, I thought I did see her. Maybe she’d never been in her room and I had only been 
searching for a ghost, outside, from the dark. 
[9] 
 While the ovens burned and there was nothing for Brittney to do, she would prop her 
elbows on the counter and stare across the dining hall as the dinner cook moved in the back of 
the kitchen. She watched the boys finishing their mopping and vacuuming. Her face would be 
like a photograph, eyes locked in a certain perpetual focus.  
 It's a look I wear sometimes, and I know where the gaze lands, the depthless Self and its 
emotions. For me, it becomes a habit of pulling on a thread that can unravel me until there’s no 
feeling at all. What’s left is a knowing or an understanding, and then the magic, the sublime, is 
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lost on me for a spell. While Brittney gazed over the room, seeing something other than the 
dining hall, I'd be sipping coffee from a Styrofoam cup, watching her, trying to think of 
something to say.  
 My dad signed me up for college classes at the university, you know Drew? The triplet 
working at Wagon Train? I had a class with him. It was Advance Composition.  
 Or, I could tell her about a night devotion that went awry—man, it's a busy week, huh? 
Josh, the kid you talked to earlier in the summer, said he'd jam a glass bottle up his ass and 
break it so no one would rape him. You know, so it would come out ripped to shreds. He plans to 
have a tattoo across his buns saying exit only, crazy huh? So, what do your tattoos mean?  
 She would feel me watching and give a faint smile and I would smile back and turn my 
red face away. Other times, she’d be sitting in the staff area, next to the piano. In front of her 
would be her notebook. It's black front cover was crisscrossed with white wrinkles from where 
the thin cardboard had been creased during its use. She'd clench a pen between her fingers while 
she drew—the lines jerky, hesitant, and unsure. Then she would give up and flip through the 
pages she’d already decorated.   
 One Saturday, after lunch, Brittney asked me, "Do you want to see some of my 
drawings?" 
 "Sure." 
 She brought her right leg underneath her as she sat in the chair. I walked over and took a 
seat next to her. She looked into my eyes, peering at me, and said, "They're kind of strange." 
 The first page was a drawing of a quarter moon. Its eyes stared off to the far corner of the 
page, passed it, like it could see the world outside the paper. Tears ran down its face. Its mouth—
pouting lips—would've been pleasant to kiss. Other everyday objects had been scattered around 
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the page—hammers, nails, lighters, pens, bullets. They were visions copied from the mind and 
merged with a particular cosmic terror. The lines from the ink were unnecessarily thick and deep, 
as if the ink she poured into the drawings would find the ability to breathe. I found them 
dreadful, intriguing, disturbing, and beautiful. Perhaps this was rapture. 
 "Do you like them?" 
 "I do." 
 Brittney shifted in her seat, leaned a little over the table, and studied her own work in 
more depth, seeing something I missed. "I once went through two pens in one day. Just look at 
those lines."  
 There was disappointment in her voice, something sad. I was envious of her ability to 
wield a pen, a pencil, anything that might translate an image from the imagination into the world. 
I looked closer at the pages. The positive space on the pages was depressed by the tip of the pen, 
brought down by the force of her hand. On closer inspection of the drawings, the lines 
crisscrossed each other repeatedly. Under the images, at their basic composition, was another 
hidden picture. Everything was based on underlying chaos, harnessed into a coherent image.  
 The drawings became clearer the closer you focused on the basic level of their 
composition. Individual lines could be discerned. I think back to the chemistry lessons my father 
taught me about how everything breaks down to something smaller—molecules to atoms and 
then atoms to neutrons, protons, and electrons. Then photons, light as matter and matter as light, 
and then even smaller bits and pieces—quarks and leptons. Everything tends to a lowest 
common denominator. At once, I find it confining, chilling, and frightening, as if we could fall 
through the gaps between the physical matter. In another instant, I realize the expanse of the 
universe in a tiny splotch of ink.  
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 Brittney looked at me with a wistful smile and dead eyes, and picked up a black, cheap 
pen resting on the table. She had lost something. “If this is what I can do when spun out, imagine 
what I could do sober.” 
 "Have you tried?" 
 "I can't." 
 Sometimes she left the notebook on the table along with her AA book with the exposed, 
jutting, glue binding. A week later after she showed me the notebook, I looked it when the dining 
hall was empty. I found it on the piano. Turning, I listened for footsteps, and then hearing none, I 
turned the cover. On the first page was a partial hand. It looked as if Brittney had held her own 
hand up in the air and drew it. It was a 3D wire frame with some of the edges receiving skin and 
two fingers. The shortest had received a nail. She had graced the palm with a lifeline. There were 
other hands—a thumb and middle finger were cleaved with surgical precision and the stubs 
ended in perfect circles. 
 The next page was a body of a man, muscled and defined. It reminded me of Leonardo's 
sketches. The drawing was anatomically positioned and the lines were thin. The head wasn't 
human and the arms extended to the knees. At certain points, the narrow lines became wide. 
Blood shot eyes bulged from the being's skull and horns jutted from the forehead. There was no 
jaw. Stringy hair fell beneath its shoulder blades. The rest of the body was hairless. A 
circumcised penis dangled at the shins. 
 The next page was a perinea view of a woman. I recognized Brittney's inspiration from 
textbooks, textbooks my father had used in our studies—a perfect copy of a textbook with curves 
and dips. Maybe she had found a breathing model or used a mirror. The thighs were cut flat like 
coins. Invisible fingers pulled the labia back and I peered past the vestibule, the labium minus, 
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and straight into the canal. Brittney had pressed hard on the pen when she wrote Blood & Body 
all about the page and underneath the genitalia, as if the words were dripping out. 
 Another picture with a face. His, or her, eyeballs were rolled up into the sockets. 
Smoldering cigarettes were jammed into both nostrils. Smoke drifted from the ends of the 
cigarettes, leaking out from between the teeth and cracked lips.  
 A torso without arms, legs, or a head. A jagged flower etched beautiful in grotesque 
form. Pages of ink, and ink, and still layers of more ink. The sheets of paper didn't bend or flex.  
 I felt I had peered into one of the many tar pits existing in the mind of another where 
nouns—persons, places, and things—slipped, died, and were preserved. The pages were a 
museum of what had been excavated. Usually, we cover those pits so we don't fall in ourselves. I 
wondered what I might find in my own.  
[10] 
 During the last week of June, I sat with Bob for our weekly meetings we held after a 
lunch period. We'd sit in the back of the dining hall to give us a sense of privacy. Bob's hair was 
still dark, but thinned to the point of nothingness atop his scalp.  I looked forward to these 
meetings; they were small stepping-stones I jumped to when it came to managing the workcrew. 
He was the only mentor I had.  
 When I first became an assistant at the camp, Bob had given the last talk during staff 
orientation. We had all pulled folding out chairs into a circle. Bob joined the circle and rested his 
elbows on his knees. He had spoken in a quiet voice so we all had to lean forward to hear what 
he was saying.  His eyes seemed to eliminate any distance between him and us.  
 He had said, When I was young, our family lived on a farm and our dogs had a litter. We 
couldn’t afford to feed them and no one around the area wanted them.  My father handed me a 
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sack one morning and told me to take them to the lake. Bob then had licked his lips and clasped 
his hands together. The skin around his fingers was already losing elasticity. I gathered them all 
in the sack and threw it over my shoulder. The mother looked at me like she knew what I was 
about to do. I was twelve. I got to the water’s edge. All the while, the pups were whining. The 
sack didn’t sink right away when I put it in the lake. They started struggling, their sounds just got 
louder. I got down on my knees, and with my hand, I grabbed hold of the sack and pushed it 
under the water. It seemed to last forever.  
 Bob then had made eye contact with all of us.  His expression had shifted somewhere in 
the story. He looked ancient and it frightened me. It had turned into a confession. I thought he 
wanted forgiveness.  
 Bob then had shifted in his chair. I’m going to stop here. I’m seeing a lot of you with your 
eyes watering. I guess mine are, too. Those puppies never existed, and yet you're all emotionally 
invested. How much more are we supposed to care about the souls of the children coming here, 
to this very camp, who are lost? 
 Everyone had averted their gaze, staring at the dirty carpet, the high arching ceiling, or 
out the tinted windows into the early summer. Bob excused the circle and everyone moved off to 
assigned tasks to prepare for the arrival of the campers, cleaning the building and the cabins to 
make it presentable for the parents and guardians. 
 Now, Bob and I were sitting across a table three years later. He was wearing the same 
green sweatshirt, with the sleeves pulled up just below his elbows. He asked, "How has the week 
been for you? You're looking worn. Have you been taking your hour's break?" 
 I thought about Craig, how he had complained about my lack of control over the 
workcrew, how they endangered smaller children because of their weight, or when he thought 
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they were being unruly. I understood his concerns, felt ashamed of disappointing him, and swore 
to keep a tighter fist around the crew. I said, "No, I haven't” 
 Bob looked confused, "You know that's what Jim is for, right? To help shoulder the 
burden a little? We don't expect you to go all day long with them. You need a respite." 
 It was an hour I could use to hang out with Brittney. 
 He glanced around the floor of the dining hall. "Ted and Craig wanted me to talk to you 
about the amount to time it's taken for the boys to clean up the dining hall. But I've never seen 
this place as clean as it is now. Not even when Craig worked as the chief did this place get this 
clean. It's good. I'm not worried about it." Bob turned his head to the side, looking at the 
fireplace. A plaque hung on the stones. Engraved in the wood was the camp's motto—a Bible 
verse.  "But don't forget that this isn't the most important aspect of the job." 
 "I know. I do the devotions at night. There's just all this weight." 
 "It's okay to feel sad about it. Jesus was a man of sorrow. I guess we're alike. We both 
wear our hearts on our sleeves." 
 Truthfully, I placed significance on the physical work we were doing. If the workcrew 
was performing their tasks to the best of their abilities and cooperating with one another, then 
their behavior reflected faith, as James argued in his book. It was why I enjoyed the workcrew 
and the kitchen; it grounded me in the physical world. Working with the other campers took on 
an abstract existence—urging campers to convert was too obtrusive and you never saw what you 
actually accomplished. I never felt comfortable leading children to the faith with the threat of 
Hell and, besides, some interoperations of Heaven frightened me. I didn't want to spend all 
eternity in constant praise of the Lord, even if God purified us to the point where that was all we 
wanted to do.  Either way, it was a loss of autonomy. 
 
 
139 
   
 Bob said, "I suppose that leads to the next topic. Austin is coming joining the workcrew." 
 I had assisted counselors who had had Austin as a camper before. I couldn't cope with 
him. Often, he would lock his elbows and stomp away with an expression of anger twisting his 
face when he didn't get his way. He hadn't been on the list I received at the beginning of the 
summer containing the names of boys I would be leading. 
 I asked, "Is there a way not to have him on the workcrew?"  
 Bob's lips compressed and he said, "No, he hasn't done anything that meets that criteria, 
but even so, why would we turn him away? He's a lot to handle, but this is a good place for him. 
He doesn't have a male figure in his life except for his grandfather. The man is up in years. His 
dad is in jail, Charles. His mother is working at the local bar. Her parents are the only support 
system. I'm telling you, he looks up to you and you've worked with him more than anybody here 
at the camp." 
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I Like Smoke'n Lightning 
When Austin arrived at the camp on Sunday, he had his sleeping bag thrown over his 
shoulder and a blue backpack strapped to his body. With his free hand, he pulled a wheeled 
suitcase behind him and the gravel crunched under the wheels. Once he reached the stairs, he 
lugged the suitcase up one stair at a time and then would take another step. I knew what was in 
the backpack—sacks of skittles, chocolate bars, and other assorted sweets. There wouldn’t be 
anything else in there. For everything he ingested, I was surprised at how fragile he looked. He 
was twelve years old. He was so skinny that I could see his ribcage when he changed shirts. His 
arms were like sticks.  
 Halfway up the stairs, Austin looked up at me with a grin and said, "Guess who!" 
 "Hello, Austin." 
 His mother stayed on the gravel road looking up. She had on a pair of short-shorts and a 
loose tank top. Her bra straps were misaligned—one almost to the point of slipping from her 
shoulder. I waved at her. To no one in particular, she said, "Has my week vacation started yet?" 
 Austin finally made it to the landing and rolled his bag into the Crow's Nest. All of the 
prized bunks were taken and Austin headed to the very back of the cabin. He tossed his sleeping 
bag on the top bunk, along with his backpack. I looked for his mother, but she was already gone. 
 It was the week of family camp, which lasted for two and a half days and then finished 
with a camp for first graders. Family camp always fell on the half of the week during 
Independence Day. Extra attention was placed on cleaning the camp's facilities to impress the 
families who were arriving. A program member would come and inspect the condition of rooms, 
carpets, toilets, and cabins. Counselors and their assistants didn't have a cabin to manage, which 
brought respite from responsibilities. The break in the rigorous routine excited every volunteer, 
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but the fulltime staff was more stressed. For those few days, the workcrew had to do their best 
for the summer. 
[2] 
 Lunch was when the camp nurse handed out the campers' prescriptions if they had any. 
The medication was stored in the nurse's office, brought down, and arranged on a grey plastic 
cart. The campers collected their pills before filling their plates. Austin had been at the camp the 
week before and I noticed he didn't collect his medication to manage his ADHD—Ritalin. The 
generic name for the drug is methylphenidate. 
 I asked, "Don't you need to go up to the nurse?" 
 Austin smiled wide. His teeth weren't clean. "I'm out of my meds." 
 I tried not to react with a tone communicating distress, anger, or bewilderment. Austin 
loved attention and reaction he extracted torturously from his counselors. His mother had struck 
me as a woman who wasn't invested in her child. But now, I wonder, if she was exhausted by his 
antics she lived with, day in and out, and had given up. During the morning, he refused to scrub 
the pots and pans or clean the dining room floor. He pouted around until finally deciding he’d 
clean the walls with sanitizer. I shared a glance with Jim.  
 I said, "Well, that explains things. How about you go up there and ask the nurse to get 
some more?" 
 Austin kept his grin and squirmed in his chair a little, shrugging off energy. "No."  
 I think of Austin and his condition. Chemicals—I find myself asking the question 
Brittney posed in the kitchen. What does it take to get through the day? For me, it's cigarettes, 
coffee, pills, and a random drinking habit that shouldn't be mixed with the pills. This is what 
completes my cocktail of mood stabilizers. I find myself ashamed of my cocktail. For Austin, it 
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was a pill, but something else was missing from his cocktail—something emotional and 
ephemeral only loved ones could give. It’d only be four days until Austin went home. 
 As we ate, Brittney passed our table on the way to the large stockroom full of canned 
fruits, vegetables, sauces, bags of flour, chips, and rolls of aluminum foil. She stopped and 
turned to me. She reached out and straightened my collar. My heart thumped. The backs of her 
fingers, warm and soft, brushed against the back of my neck. My shirt was deep green, long 
sleeved, a few buttons at the top. I hadn't noticed it needed fixing. She smiled. 
 "That's my favorite shirt of yours. You look good in it. Brings out your eyes." 
 It became my favorite shirt. She disappeared into the pantry and came out carrying cans 
of peaches. I watched her head back to the kitchen and the boys were silently watching me. I 
forgot the conversation I was having with Austin. I no longer have that shirt. 
 After eating, I gathered six black trash bags, jammed them into my back pocket, and 
entered the kitchen. I hefted the full bags from the Rubbermaid barrels and tied them off with the 
drawstrings. Quickly, I replaced the bags so the cooks could keep throwing food and tin 
containers away. Brittney came up behind me and nudged the back of my knee with her shin, 
putting me off balance for a moment, as she passed. She turned her neck and smiled. I smiled 
back. 
[3] 
 I took a nap after breakfast during my hour away from the workcrew and I awoke with 
one of the workcrew boys standing over me.  
 I asked the boy, "What is it?" 
 "The cooks need you." 
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 I rolled off the bunk and staggered to the kitchen. My eyes seemed like peering through a 
smudged window. I entered through the kitchen's backdoor and heard Austin talking. The rhythm 
of his syllables didn’t leave room for breathing to punctuate his speech. He was hunched down 
next to a cart, turning the industrial cans of peaches, tomato sauce, and glass jars of Sauerkraut 
until all the labels were facing outward. George was standing at one of the islands, his eyes 
straining at his work, struggling no to lose concentration, answering Austin's questions with 
single syllable answers. Emily was deathly silent, Brittney visibly irritated, with a slight 
amusement when I entered. 
 Austin looked to me and then to George and said, “I can wash all those knives for you.” 
 George glanced at me once I stepped farther into the kitchen, set his knife on the island, 
rested both palms on the counter, and said, "C, Good. Austin is attempting to help us cook this 
meal. It would be greatly appreciated if his efforts in administration and involvement in running 
this operation was directed to more pressing matters. And Austin, don’t touch my knives." 
 I looked at my watch. The hour hadn't passed yet. I still had twenty or so minutes before I 
was back on duty. I had closed my eyes and things kept moving—I could hear criticisms coming 
from the directors in my head. I asked Austin where Jim and the others were and to bring them to 
the Crow's Nest. We'd clean the restrooms in the chapel while everyone was out, participating in 
activities. Austin took off down the hallway to the door. His legs and arms looked awkward. 
 I called out to him, "Austin, don't run." 
 He kept running without looking back, "Okay!" 
 The door slammed shut. 
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 Everyone in the kitchen was silent for a moment—I was waiting for all of them to tell me 
to pull it together. George had already gone back to work. He must have felt me still standing 
there and looked up. “It’s not your fault.”  
 Brittney picked up a deep pan and sang, "Workcrew drives me crazy, and I just don't 
know what to do," as she passed me, she looked me in the eyes and said, "except you." 
[4] 
 The night before the fourth of July was the longest workday. After the families retired to 
the cabins, we went about changing the ball field into a carnival. We rolled a large inflatable 
climbing mountain and bungee-run out of the storage closet in the chapel, pushing them outside 
the main doors to the parking lot. Others carried the electric air-blowers outside. Craig pulled up 
in a truck towing a trailer. He had the window rolled down, his arm resting on the frame. We 
loaded the trailer, the girls climbed into the bed of the truck, and the rest of us hopped aboard the 
trailer. Craig took off. I leaned against the side railing of the trailer as it jumped and rattled down 
the washboards of the road to Wagon Train. The old transmission grinded as Craig shifted gears. 
 We stopped at the barn to collected a cotton candy and a popcorn machine and bales of 
hay. At the maintenance shop, we picked up more tarps, aluminum poles, a giant tent, spikes, and 
zip ties. The trailer filled quickly and Craig drove us back to the ball field where we unloaded the 
materials.  
 Bob was waiting for us on the field when we arrived and divided us into teams. The sky 
was dark blue when we began to shove the hollow aluminum poles into the grass. The tarps—we 
zip-tied them to the poles to make partitions for booths. Light rain drizzled. Craig returned with 
tables, chairs, and a large canopy camp. Within a few hours, everything was erected except for 
the massive air toys. We set a generator in the middle of carnival grounds and plugged every 
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electrical device with extension cords. We left a tarp over the generator. Craig made one final 
trip, bringing craft supplies and game pieces. We finished preparing the booths for the next day.  
 After the morning breakfast, we returned to the ball field to run stations at the booths 
such as face painting and games of chance and skill. A large black grill, on a trailer, was brought 
near the canopy tent and fired up. It was an all-American barbecue—burgers, hotdogs, bratwursts 
with Sauerkraut, coleslaw, chocolate chip cookies, and lemonade. Staff members drove back and 
forth to the kitchen, bringing prepped food down to the tent. At 10:30, North Korea launched a 
Taepodong-2 missile, amidst other short-range missiles. Analysts believed the missiles possessed 
a striking range that could reach Alaska or, at least, the eastern edge of the Aleutian Islands. 
Noon came quickly. Smoke bellowed from the grill.  
 I stood in line for a burger after the families had eaten. Craig walked over with a plate, 
eating, to talk to George. George had taken a step back from the grill to cool off. His clothes 
were damp with sweat. Big Chad took over working the grill—black smudges reached up his 
forearms and black splotches covered his face. He held tongs with thick mitts. He had come to 
the camp with Craig years ago and now worked at the maintenance shop and was as big as a 
household refrigerator. 
 George said, "What's up?" 
 Craig jammed three-quarters of a hotdog into his mouth. Condiments dripped from the 
edge of the bun onto his fingers before landing on his paper plate.  He spoke with his mouth full, 
"The west coast was hit by missiles. Missiles headed for Anchorage and the valley." 
 George said, deadpan, "Really." 
 Craig's eyes were wide either from his bulging cheeks, a feeling of dread, or sarcasm. 
Summer volunteers had left the camp before because of him. In the moment, I saw Craig's 
 
 
147 
   
expression as serious. Craig swallowed and his Adam's apple jumped twice. He shoved the rest 
of the hotdog into his mouth and sauntered off.  
   Without a personal vehicle, a portable disc player or an mp3 player with FM radio, we 
were effectively cut from the world until the weekend trips to Fred Meyer's. Everything traveled 
by word of mouth. It turned into a bad game of telephone. 
 I finished eating and returned to my post at a skee ball alley, looking to the sky as I 
walked. I could smell my sweat. I figured in thirty minutes we'd know whether there were 
missiles cutting their way through the atmosphere. 
 I didn't mention the conversation between Craig and George with one another to anyone. 
Everyone was enjoying themselves; hayrides, face paint, popcorn, mountain climbing, charred 
burgers, cheap sauerkraut, and Emily's wonderful cookies. Children ran from booth to booth with 
parents in tow. The world appeared distant—unreal—it could end. We all believed in the 
Apocalypse, Armageddon, and the Rapture. I felt like I was on a sitcom and the viewer was 
about to mash remote and change the channel.   
 Only one father with his young daughter stopped to roll the tiny balls into the holes. He 
wore shorts, a red shirt decorated with a blue and a white stripe running across his upper chest, 
and a large grin. His hair was slicked back and light reflected off his sunglasses. He gave his 
daughter one of the wooden balls and showed her how to roll it up the alley. 
 The father looked at me behind his sunglasses and asked, "You're a staff member here, 
right?" 
 I nodded. 
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 He smiled and shook his head and said, "Beautiful day. You guys do good work. You 
reap what you sow and you are sowing great things. I'm envious. Just, never had the 
opportunity."  
 After 42 seconds of flight, the Taepodong-2 crashed into the Pacific Ocean and North 
Korea declared their test a success. Brittney heard about the missile launch from Jim's mother 
who had probably caught half a snippet from somewhere outside the camp or on the radio of a 
camp’s vehicle. The rumor scared Brittney. Where had Craig heard about it? It wouldn't take 
long to consider how improbable it was that another country would blow up the west coast, but 
this world was meant to be shrugged off. Eternity was waiting for Christians. 
 Brittney was quiet the next day. She wasn't singing or humming as she usually did while 
George, Emily, or the dinner cook worked. When I came into the kitchen during lunch, she was 
pensive; her movements slow, wrapping leftovers in Saran Wrap followed by aluminum foil, 
layering the cover.  
 She looked at me. Her face was a shade pale and there were bags under her eyes. Her 
mouth was a little slack and her stare showed a preoccupation. She asked, "What do you know 
about nukes?" 
 I forgot that California was Brittney’s home and after hearing Jim’s mother, she thought 
everyone was dead.  She tried to take revenge on the women by starting a rumor that Jim’s 
mother was having an affair with her roommate. It didn’t go far. I was excited to demonstrate 
what I knew about weapons of mass destruction.  
 "They detonate before they hit the ground and there aren't even enough burn beds in the 
country to treat the population of a single city. Like if Anchorage was hit, the entire city would 
be effected. If people survive the explosion, they will burn to death. If they are farther from the 
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blast radius, there are pockets of radiation that can still cook them. And the blast is so bright that 
people looking at it have their eyes blinded. They're not like the bombs dropped on Japan. 
They've gotten better." 
 Brittney stood still, her lips pressed together, her hands griping the metal rims of the six 
inch deep pan, looking past me. "Oh." 
 I quickly added, "If there had been missiles we would've known about them yesterday." 
 "Okay. Thanks."  
[5] 
 On Saturday, Brittney called me over to the counter. She ripped a corner from a sheet of 
paper and pinched a pen between her fingers. She scribbled a telephone number against the ruled 
lines. "If you'd like to hang out over the weekend, call this." 
  I dialed the number later that evening. 
 When she answered the phone she said, "Where are you?" 
 "The kitchen." 
 "Let's meet in the staff room." 
 A few minutes later Brittney walked through the side door with George's Labrador, Ben, 
on a leash. He lay down at her feet and she bent down in the chair and rubbed his belly. He 
craned his neck until he could see her face and thumped his tail on the carpet. 
 Brittney said, "I'm related to the Donner Party." 
 My forehead wrinkled, "The what?" 
 "The group that got stranded in Colorado. They ended up eating each other." 
 We were silent. She curled her hair around her pointer finger and looked off to the corner 
of the room. I mistook the depth in her eyes for sanity—now I know it was suffering. 
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 I tried changing the subject so I asked, "What does your dad do for a living?" 
 "He works with air conditioners. Would you like to watch a movie?" 
 I nodded and followed her out onto the boardwalk connecting the dining hall to the 
chapel, walked past the building's polarized windows. We cut past the cabins reserved for the 
boy campers, constructed with plywood floors and filled rickety bunk beds, and then we 
disappeared into the woods. We didn't see anybody.  
 We reached George and Emily's house. Once in the entryway, Brittney took Ben off the 
leash and he loped into the kitchen, returned to Brittney, and loped off again. She hung up the 
leash on a coat peg and slipped her sandals off. I pulled off my shoes.  
 A painting of the lake composed of tiny brush strokes hung on the wall. Another painting 
of a moose hung on another. The animal stood in tall grass with trees in the background. They 
were near realistic, bordering on photography. Brittney saw me looking at them, trying to see the 
strokes or the dots. I couldn’t tell if it was the camp’s lake seen from a different vantage point or 
if another lake entirely. The inspiration for the moose could’ve some from anywhere. I’d an idea 
Emily could do such things with paint and brushes. 
There was pride in Brittney’s voice when she said, "Emily painted those." Brittney 
popped a disc out of the DVD player, inserted another, and said, "I was watching the Pianist 
earlier. It made me cry. Intense. But I think we'll watch Samurai Champloo. It's an anime. 
George and I are really into it." 
George and Emily's house felt different from the camp, ordinary. The other homes I had 
been inside of, such as Bob, Craig, and Chad’s, were more controlled. R-rated movies were 
restricted on the campgrounds along with alcohol or tobacco. George had a pipe. Solid Rock 
Bible Camp was a collection of Russian dolls. One appearance was hidden inside another. 
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 "Are they allowed to have these?" 
 "You'd be surprised at what people have here." 
 I sat down on the couch—the cushions were covered with a bed sheet. Brittney came over 
with a remote in her hands and clicked through the menus. She laid her head in my lap and my 
muscles tensed—solid as planks of wood. This was the first anime series I saw and the first time 
a girl had been that close. I was unsure of what to do. Should I place my arm over her shoulders? 
Touch her hair? My face was flush, blood hot, and I became erect against her cheek. I had no 
idea a cartoon could be so bloody, violent, and quirky—pirates discharging guns, katanas gutting 
pirates, a pirate using a pistol as a sword in a duel. There were near deaths, martial arts, an 
execution scene with brilliant last words, and tragic endings. Brittney's dreadlocks filled my 
nostrils.  
 The first episode of the disc ended. Brittney turned her head, looking at me. Her eyes 
were hazy. She asked, "Is this too strange?" 
 "No, I just never experienced this before." 
 She smiled, "I meant the video. But lying here is alright?" 
 "Yes." 
 The scent of her hair was similar to sweet sewage. Sometimes when I pass septic systems 
in the early mornings of summer, when the dew is sticking to grass and leaves and the tanks, 
warm underneath the earth from decomposition—when the rank isn't overpowering—it triggers 
my memory. I think of her copper hair. The sensation is overwhelming and for a moment, I no 
longer exist in the present. My head feels rewired as if synapses have reverted to the state they 
were during that summer of 2006. In those split instances time becomes complicated and I relive 
three months of my life within seconds. Brittney fell asleep during the second episode.  
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 If I had the guts to cradle her in my arms, I wonder if events would’ve turned out 
differently. My body language would've changed from the resistance to comfort, just a 
connection between individuals who share the same physical space. I can't speculate on 
outcomes, only that I wish my response wouldn't have been the choice of inaction.  
 I hoped she didn't feel my erection through my jeans. The episodes on the disc played 
themselves out and the menu replayed itself several times. I watched her breathe. Ben was 
sprawled on the other side of the room.  
She finally stirred, stretched out her legs down the tips of her toes, and said, "Wow. It's 
over." 
 "You were tired." 
 She was relaxed, rested, and her face was gentle in a way I wish I saw more often. She 
said, "You know, I only have two rules: don't fuck with my friends and honesty is the best 
policy. After that we’re all good." 
 "I won't fuck your friends." 
 Ben's ears perked at the sound of her voice. He got up from the floor and grabbed my hat 
from the couch, firmly locking his jaw on the brim and leaked drool onto the fabric. Brittney 
reached for the hat, tore it from him, and tossed it to me. 
 She got up, walked over to the computer adjacent to the kitchen, and started Coldplay's 
first album. She twisted the volume on the speakers. The guitars filled the room with crisp notes 
and chords. The atmosphere charged. She sat back on the couch and sang to me, we live in a 
beautiful world, yeah we do. She played "Yellow" and it made me think of her fingernails. After 
the song ended she asked, "Would you like to see some of my friends?" 
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 I was confidant my erection had dissipated and I climbed up from the couch. Once I fully 
stood up, I noticed it had only partially declined. In my defense, a slight breeze can charge me 
up. Brittney looked at me and then turned away as I pulled my shirt down over my crotch. She 
said, "I'm sorry." 
 My lips compressed. Acknowledging her astute observation would only make me feel 
more embarrassed. I doubt she cared—blood and body. I swallowed hard and joined her at the 
computer. She signed into MySpace, pulled up a photo, and leaned back in her chair. "This is my 
best friend. She was trying to help me." 
 In the photo, her friend was reclining in on a lawn chair in a blue bikini next to a 
swimming pool. The sun beat down on her. Her skin was tanned brown and her stomach was flat 
as a board. Brittney’s other friends were all in bathing suits. If they were men, they were topless 
wearing cut off shorts. Beer bottles close at hand. The men were muscled and looked like they 
cared about motors and wrenches. It must have been a California thing. These were her friends 
she feared were lost to North Korea's missile launches, their successful failures. I forgot these 
were young adults just finishing high school or had just graduated just a few years ago. 
 She closed the browser, stood up from the swivel chair, walked to the glass sliding door, 
and stepped to the porch. I slipped on my shoes and followed. We could see, across the yard 
covered in leaves, the dirt road curving around the lake. The leaves looked like they had been 
there for years. Brittney sat on the edge of the porch, pulled a badly crumpled pack of Marlboros 
from her jean's back pocket, and tapped a half crushed cigarette out. She leaned forward, her 
back curved, as if surrendering after a struggle she knew was lost from the start. The color of her 
red sweater had faded from detergents and repeated washings. I sat beside her and neither of us 
said a word. As she blew smoke from her mouth, she rested her bare feet in the grass, clenching 
 
 
154 
   
her toes in the vegetation. The air was cooling in the late evening. I smelled the evergreens and 
cigarette smoke pluming in the air. The grey clouds floated off into the breeze, out to the right, 
before dissolving. 
 Brittney turned and I thought she was going to offer me a drag. She didn't. Instead, she 
mumbled, "Don't start smoking. At least up here. It's way too expensive.” She turned and looked 
at me. She looked concerned and said, “Are you okay?” 
 People were beginning to ask me that an increasing frequency. "Yes." 
 I said nothing else because I didn't want to bring the evening to a close. Her eyes were 
distant, remembering, being somewhere else rather than in a small town on the Kenai Peninsula 
surrounded by trees, crosses, the god-fearing, and children. The future seemed limitless in an 
imperceptible way, but we were staring at a backyard.  
 "It started with a bowl at a party. I enjoyed it. Later, much later, I spent hours picking 
through the carpet of my apartment one day, looking for spilt crystal to burn. Man, I was spun 
out. Really amazing. I was picking apart all the individual threads an inch at a time." Brittney 
pinched her thumb and finger together and jolted her hand back and forth. "Focused." She shook 
her head slowly and her voice brightened, "That's why I prefer a tattoo artist to be high. They 
take their time and do it right." 
 She smoked the cigarette to the filter and stubbed it out on the porch. I’m obsessed with 
chemicals improving our abilities, making us better than God ever had, as if we could artificially 
jump-start ascension beyond ourselves. Brittney said, "Thinking about getting another tattoo. 
The logo of Chanel. I like the perfume." 
 "Were would you get it?" 
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 "On one side of my neck," she said while pointing to the right side of her neck. I thought 
of arteries and veins under her skin. She pulled her knees up to her chest, stood up, and 
disappeared inside the house, returning with her sandals. She dropped them to the porch and 
slipped them on. 
 "Okay, let's go." We returned the way we came and she said, "I don't belong here. I break 
rules and rebel against everything and they are trying to fix me." Her lips cracked into a slight 
smile. 
 I thought for a moment about God and Lucifer's war and humanity caught in the 
crossfire. We are all so much collateral damage. I said, "Rebelling against everything is rebelling 
against nothing." She chuckled and her smile turned to a daring grin. Now I know better—there 
is always the Self against the world.  
  "That's one way of looking at it. I'm meeting Katie to swim. We've been doing it in the 
evenings. It's almost time . . ." 
 If it was an invitation to join them, I missed it. I said, "I wouldn't think she'd do that. 
She's a lifeguard." Valery, who managed the waterfront and who was also Ted's wife, didn't like 
unofficial enjoyment of the lake.  
 Brittney spoke as if Katie proved everything about her conceptions of herself and she 
looked truly happy. "She's breaking rules, huh?" 
 Katie was changing a little. She had cut her hair and spiked it. But it wasn't only Katie 
and Brittney using the lake without permission. When Wagon Train hosted an all girls camp 
week, the counselors and assistants left their sleeping children in the cabins, went to the 
waterfront, and ditched their clothes. They ran naked into the water, ran naked along the 
shorefront. I never saw this—it was a confession from one of the girl counselors who had 
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worked during that week. I imagine hard nipples in the cold water and cool air. It was only 
bodies, blood, and beating hearts. There was no shame. I imagine their breasts swishing side to 
side as they ran—potentially that is shameful 
[6] 
 Brittney was leaving the kitchen for the afternoon and I was on my hour break, finally 
having set a routine for it. She looked at me as she filled out her time card. Her black bra straps, 
running over her shoulders, were just visible under the fluorescent lights of the kitchen. I filled 
my water bottle. I watched her re-situate her hat—her clingy clumps of hair bulged underneath 
the knit fabric. The white shirt and half apron she wore was stained red from tomato sauce. I kept 
thinking she had been in the kitchen hacking a slab of meat with a cleaver. The red blotch had 
yet to disappear. She was wearing the jeans with the slits at the knees. She looked up into my 
eyes. Hers eyes were dense, deep, and heavy.  
 "Wanna talk?" 
 I looked back to the kitchen—the dinner cook was busy running back and forth between 
the stove and the ovens. I said, “I’d like that.” 
The two of us found a seat at the nearest table. Those old round tables with hundreds of 
chewed pieces of gum plastered to their underside from campers and staff.  Brittney brought her 
purse, made from stitched Capri Sun pouches with cloth handles to create a purse. I wondered if 
she made it herself. She dumped everything out onto the table.  
 On the table were hair ties, wads of cash, cigarette stamps from packs, tongue studs, a 
few discs in cracked cases she had borrowed from friends at the camp, bits of trash, and sanitary 
pads. There was a disc player with headphones in a tangled mess. She began to straighten out the 
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dollar bills on the edge of the table running the creases smooth—an exorbitant amount of ones 
and a few fives. 
 "There’s forty-eight for the rest of the month." 
 She collected the cigarette stamps from the clutter and counted them as well. "Twenty 
more until a free pack." She grinned wide. "Down in the states its four bucks a pack." 
 She began replacing everything in the purse. One of the tongue studs rolled across the 
table in my direction. She didn't notice the wayward jewelry so I picked it up and dropped it into 
the pile. It rolled back to me—a light metallic grind as it glided towards me over the fake finish 
of the composite wood. I turned it to its side.  
 "Here, give it to me." It disappeared inside the purse.   
 I asked, "What does it do for you? Having a tongue stud?"  
  She picked up the headphones, started untangling the wires, and blinked several times. 
Avoiding my eyes, she said, "It's not what it does for me. It's what it does for others. But that’s a 
conversation for another time. Anyways, that stud will fall through the hole I have now. That’s a 
ten gauge, the one I have in now is an eight." 
 I had heard she could stick her pinkie through her tongue. I wondered how she could talk 
with her crucified tongue. The implication of how a tongue stud could help someone help others 
hit me and I shifted in my seat. I absently wondered how many people she had helped and what it 
would feel like. 
 "You know I could be a fatal attraction, femme fatale? I’d corrupt you. Bad company 
corrupts good character." 
 I wanted to be clever, "Sounds like fun. Do you mean drugs?" 
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 "No." There was a beat. "That's not it at all. I’m not a good girl. You’re not the usual boy 
I attract. It’s different. I mean I’m a Christian, but I don’t act like a Christian." 
 "Why don’t you, if you are?" 
 She leaned back into the chair, moved her hand straight and steady through the air, and 
said, “You’re like this. Steady. The people I hang out with, it’s a cover. You’re attractive and 
good looking. Why haven’t other girls taken an interest in you? Why haven’t they approached 
you?” 
 I avoided her eyes, “They just haven’t.” 
 “Have you been kissed?” 
 “No.” My heart began to ache.  
 An amused smile pulled at the corners of her lips. “Are you waiting for marriage? It’s 
respectable if you are.” 
 I remembered years ago riding in the car while my mother was listening to the radio. The 
minister on air had been talking about committing to purity and abstinence. He led the listeners 
in making this promise and I consciously refused the pact. “No, I'm not. I just haven’t. You've 
noticed I'm not the most . . . and the other people have others.” 
 “You’re good enough, just to let you know.” 
 How to tell her I spent my winters alone with my family and I was too scared to enroll in 
high school—afraid of my peers, afraid of my father's disappointment in me, afraid of people 
looking at me, and afraid I would fail. Even pride was beginning to settle in to protect myself 
from rejection. It's better to live in regret than to even have tried at all, my guiding light as 
opposed to my father's, you're only as good as the last day you lived. 
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 Brittney said, “Huh. Virgin lips. Some people are attracted to that, you know. Of course 
you know.” She mumbled something I couldn't discern. Was she one of the people who were 
attracted to innocence? She'd been mumbling more often and I wished she’d speak directly. I 
suspected she was thinking aloud. She placed her elbows on the table, clasped her hands 
together, and rested her chin on her knuckles.  
 "Before Emily bought me a ticket, I was about to try to get a job at a strip club. I just 
needed money. She was just offering me a way out." 
 I imagined a stage in the center of a barn with bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling. Hay 
would be scattered over the floor and stools pulled up to the stage where men with large guts, 
with motorcycles out in the parking lot, would drink beer from bottles, and watch her move her 
body. I had watched too many westerns. My hands were sweating and I carelessly wiped them 
across the surface of the table, leaving wet streaks. I rubbed them until they were gone. I might 
as well have passed gas. I was so embarrassed. 
 She leaned back in her chair and whispered, “Why are you so uncomfortable?” 
 I must have blushed again, my face turning the deep color of a cherry. She tugged her hat 
off and ran her hands through her hair.  
 “I’ve been getting into the emo stuff.” She said. 
 “What do you usually listen to?” 
 “Metal. Metallica. Emily doesn’t like me listening to them because it’s what I would 
listen to on speed.” 
 Annoyance was plain in her voice and around her eyes, which focused off into the 
distance. With one arm lying on the table and the other one propped up on her elbow, she began 
twisting her hair between her finger and thumb—trying to aid her dreadlocks. She was certain 
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they were coming back into fashion that fall and I, having never been interested in fashion, 
supposed she was right. She gazed out the window. I smelled the perfume she had liberally 
sprayed atop her head, just enough to take the bite out of her hopeless hair.  
[7] 
 I wandered through the kitchen, the dining hall, and the washroom, watching the boys 
work. Austin had finally surrendered wiping down the walls with sanitizer and decided to 
sweeping and mopping the linoleum section of the dining hall. I kept thinking and replaying the 
conversation I had with Brittney over in my head and came to the conclusion she was proposing 
two options: pursuing her while knowing of her past or wait for another girl. What that other girl 
would look like, I didn't know and didn't care to speculate on. I kept thinking about her tongue 
and how she pleasured others—she knew her body and I didn't know mine. I was segregated in 
body, mind, and spirit, believing they were distinct in form and function. Sex was a mystery, 
even though it’s one of the grand imperatives of life, stronger than the Great Commission, and 
was daunting.  
 Not that it was my top priority, but a happy eventuality. I considered how women at the 
camp usually chose men or other boys—tall, strong, fit, and capable in the face of challenges. I 
still weighed about one hundred and eighty pounds, peach fuzz coming from my cheeks, and, 
although I could lift heavy objects, I didn't appear strong. I still had a baby face, sweet and 
innocent. I looked safe and unimposing. I thought of the pictures Brittney showed me of her male 
friends. 
 Then I remembered an evening chapel session, a year earlier. After the counselors, their 
assistants, and campers had sang the praise and worship songs, performing hand motions, and 
finally sat in their seats, every male counselor climbed to the stage. It must have been the water 
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ski camp because all of the campers were in their mid to late adolescence. The speaker probably 
noticed the sexual tension between everyone wearing swimsuits, conversing with one another on 
the docks while waiting for their turn to be dragged across the lake in the speedboats. The sun set 
behind the trees, disappearing during the chapel service. The glass windows, tinted, illuminated 
from florescent lights above, let the audience see their reflection in the windows.  The chapel 
smelled of sweat, hormones, and Axe. The speaker opened a plastic water bottle. All the 
counselors had grins on their faces. They knew what was to come. 
 The speaker said, Having sex with one person is like having sex with the other people 
they have had sex with. It's more than love you're sharing. 
 He handed the bottle to the counselor on the far left of the line. He took a swig from the 
bottle and passed it to the next counselor who also took a swig. I couldn't tell if they were 
enjoying being on stage or participating in metaphoric sex in front of the campers. 
 The speaker bent his knees and brought the microphone to his face, and laughingly said, 
It looks like you backwashed a little! Here give me the bottle. The speaker twisted the bottle, 
crumpling the container until the smooth surface of the plastic was jagged. The water swooshed 
around. 
 The campers made sounds of disgust with their Bibles resting in their laps. 
 I want you to imagine the diseases you can get from sex out of wedlock, the speaker said 
as he passed the bottle again. The last counselor was slow to put the bottle to his lips.  
 You look a little hesitant, the speaker said. 
 The previous counselor grabbed the bottle from his peer.  He had a huge smile on his 
face, knowing his joke would garner laughter from the crowd—he finished the rest of the water 
from the bottle and handed it back to the last counselor who stood with an empty bottle. Droplets 
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of water clung to the inside of the plastic on the inside. He turned it upside down and shook it. 
They had emptied this fictional girl. 
 Was love able to be drained from a person's body and soul to be left with nothing? Did 
the sexually active teens in the chapel feel just as empty and used as that bottle, especially after 
watching this sermon? I recognize it as an exercise in shaming—the virgins were venerated and 
those who had had sex were silenced. Doesn’t a person’s love grow to encompass other people 
they meet throughout their lives? Why would sexual love be fundamentally different in particular 
circumstances? However, I was seventeen and I only knew what others told me.  
 Whatever Brittney had done in the past was in the past. I didn’t know our pasts tend to 
visit and revisit the present from time to time or during the night while we dream. What life hid 
behind the two months she had spent at the camp? 
 But wasn't there forgiveness and acceptance? Not everyone in the world was clean the 
way the fulltime staff expected people to conduct themselves. I felt I could be a rescuer; Brittney 
had said I wasn't the type she usually attracted and maybe this was a turning point. Maybe we 
would be a team and maybe she wasn't the femme fatale she had suggested. Was the 
conversation a test of resolve on my part, letting me know I wouldn't be pursuing a girl with a 
pedigree from the Christian community? 
 There I stood, with a dustpan full of trash and dirt. Plato used a metaphor to describe two 
of the most conscious aspects of reasoning. There is a charioteer driving two Pegasus—one is 
reasoned, disciplined, and responds to commands while the other is wild, has a will of its own, 
and almost impossible to break. Frazzetto writes, in Joy, Guilt, Anger, Love: What Neuroscience 
Can—and Can’t—Tell Us about How We Feel, how this metaphor is wonderful in how we 
decide to achieve the affection of another person (220). Do we let the madness of emotion drive 
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us forward in pursuit or do we wait until we are sure we have the affection of that individual 
before surrendering our hearts? I chose madness and, too often, I still choose madness. 
 I looked around the floor of the kitchen, making sure I had gotten every crevasse of the 
molding and surface of the floor. Anything could be cleaned and I was good at cleaning. I 
thought, it just requires dedication and resolve. Didn't I have that in bundles? Brittney—my 
chest jumped and I let reason go and with it, my heart. I just needed to work up the resolve to ask 
her out, to let her know that I wanted her, and I had no idea how to go about it. 
[8] 
 I pulled out an electric guitar on the weekend and set up the amplifier in the staff dining 
room. The acoustics were better than in the Crow's Nest. Craig was down at the lake, piloting 
one of the speedboats, giving the counselors and assistants a chance to waterski or wakeboard. 
He was practicing for the upcoming week of the Waterski Camp. I strummed chords and picked 
at strings, trying to find the most dissonant notes that still held onto some type of reason in the 
dim light coming through the windows. Clouds covered the sky and the air was chilly.  
 As I composed, I mumbled coffee grounds in the carpet, coffee grounds in the carpet 
repeatedly. I was trying to find where the music should travel.  
 A voice said, “I didn't know you could play. It's beautiful.” 
I jumped in my seat and looked behind me. Brittney had slipped through the side door. 
Her clothes were sopping wet and she held her shoes in her hand. It was the first time I was 
aware of her joining the other members of the camp in an activity.  
 Surprised, I asked, "Really think so?" 
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 Her lips compressed for a moment and answered, "I wouldn't say it if I didn't mean it. I 
used to be able to play. I need to go change and lie down. I slipped and hurt my back. You 
should keep playing."  
 She left a trail of muddy footprints across the floor as she headed to the stairs. I kept 
strumming and mumbling my lyrics, matching them with different cords, making progress. After 
I was done, I studied Brittney's prints. I could see where her toes, arches, and her heels had been. 
I had an impulse to follow them to where they led. I knew the footprints would terminate at a 
threshold to another realm. Later that day, she came back down stairs and said, "I fell asleep 
listening to you play, it was restful." 
 I forgot the air vents of the building carried conversations and noise throughout the 
upstairs rooms. At the moment, everything at the camp seemed bugged. I was glad it was 
Brittney listening in.  
[9] 
It was mid-week and I was leading the workcrew through the woods and buzzing 
mosquitoes, where Brittney and I had cut through, after spending several hours splitting wood. 
Our project was to make enough for the staff to live on through the winter and fuel the fireplace 
in the dining hall whenever there was a winter retreat. As we made our way up an incline, 
Brittney was staggering down the hill with her grey sweat pants rolled up to her knees. The tops 
of her socks had bunched up around the top of her Converses. She was still wearing her stained 
apron.  
 Her pupils were dilated. I thought I could see into her, but was unable to identify what 
was in there—so black were the windows to her soul. The torn jeans, apathy, anarchy, and vague 
cryptic introspections, reserved for the ancient and unremorseful, had been suctioned down a 
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drain. She looked empty. I said hello as we passed. She stared at me, with an expression close to 
fright. This was the week she returned to her habit or was just after she had had a fight with 
Emily and had been crying—both events could’ve been intertwined.  Watching her was like 
seeing an apparition, which could pass through solid objects. She looked like she was about to 
double over and vomit. 
 Once we reached the kitchen, ate our food, and began cleaning, I noticed salsa up on the 
doorframe, leading into the kitchen. Brittney had splattered it across the plastic fluorescent light 
covers and the foam ceiling panels—stained yellow from the years of oil evaporating from the 
flattop grill. The salsa had seeped down and then dried. I wasn't sure how she managed it, but I 
picture her standing on one of the three kitchen stools with the Tupperware of salsa above her 
head. In my mind, she’d be contemplating the physics of tomato chunks and chopped cilantro 
floating in sauce, then tilt the container of the dip into a serving bowl. The ceiling was at least a 
good four feet from the counter top. 
And, if she was spun out, did she see the arch of the liquid, the chunks of tomato flowing 
along, defying gravity, reach up like a wave before hitting the ceiling? Then, sometimes I picture 
her on the counter, on her knees, with the salsa held over her head, as if raising it in praise while 
the campers sang hymns in the chapel before lunch—her mind nestled in the clarity of 
methamphetamines.  
Maybe she had just heaved the container up into the air with intent, after the fight with 
Emily. I am piecing the event together. The longer I stared at it while the boys cleaned the dining 
hall, the more I saw it as a suicide. The texture of the diced tomatoes, cilantro, and peppers and 
the red sauce cemented to the ceiling looked like she had jammed a pistol under her chin and 
grinned—her eyes wide but crow's feet stretching at the corner of her sockets—and mashed the 
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trigger. Maybe she thought Ted or George would fire her after the incident and she could escape, 
pass on from the camp. Or did she want someone to stop her? 
[10] 
 While I’ve been writing, returning again to that summer eight years ago, I developed 
insomnia, only letting go of consciousness for one or two hours for about every twelve. On the 
fourth or fifth day, I crashed and the cycle repeated itself. Maybe it was agitation from the 
changing light, the sun never setting during the summer in Fairbanks, or brain chemistry of a 
different sort. I spent my extra time reading books on genes, psychology, philosophy—reading 
while walking, lying on the couch, or in bed waiting for my eyelids to drop—trying to 
comprehend the mechanics of love, desire, and sex. Why did I find myself being pulled to 
Brittney against all reason? 
 Medical doctors Thomas Lewis, Fari Amini, and Richard Lannon in their book, A 
General Theory of Love, assert that people unconsciously drift towards potential mates who 
share similar minds and perceptions. These shared dispositions and interpretations of the world 
come down to common neural pathway used to sort and cipher sensory input. Their description 
of neurological processes reminds me of Jung's complexes formed below the Threshold of 
Consciousness. 
As associations and ways of processing information solidify into neuropath ways—
imprints—our particular emotional and reasoned reaction to the world individualize. The more 
the neural pathways are used, the stronger they become. The doctors name these neural pathways 
Actuators. The growth of these pathways is like a person walking through deep snow, along the 
same path, repeatedly, until the powder becomes a trail, and then makes other trails that 
interlock. Experiences fitting within one another, or experiences that can fit within others, 
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reinforces these ways of thinking and predisposes individuals to certain reactions from incoming 
sensory input. 
 The mind breaks experiences down and recreates them from fragments of similar 
experiences. Everything within our minds are constructed from little pieces of experience we’ve 
collected as we’ve aged. I find this related to Jung’s Shadow. The doctors write “when we 
engage in relatedness, fall under the gravitational influence of another's emotional world, at the 
same time we are bending [their] emotional mind with ours. Each relationship is a binary star, a 
burning flux of exchanged force fields, the deep and ancient influences emanating and felt, felt 
and emanating” (142). I think of shared electrons between elements becoming more than 
themselves.  
 Lewis, Amini, and Lannon, would tell me I recognized something in Brittney mirroring, 
in some form or fashion, what was inside me. Her mother died of breast cancer when she was 
eleven and my mother was distant. Perhaps we were just upset about events in our lives and 
came to different conclusions. However, I haven’t a clue what the reflection had been. Brittney 
occupied her body from the tips of her toes to the flakes of her scalp, raw and visceral. She might 
as well have been a disciple following different kind of prophet. She had walked the earth and 
her knowledge seeped through a shoddy performance of the ideal Christian. I realize this was a 
performance built upon a performance itself. She would deny she was a model for anything.  
[11] 
 Brittney was sitting at one of the dining tables with three other girls. I recognized them as 
other assistants and I wanted them to leave. I wanted to be alone with Brittney again before the 
week started that evening. They were laughing and talking. Brittney was pulling objects out of 
her Capri Sun purse. The evening sun gave the dining hall a warm glow. 
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 Brittney held out a black Sharpie and said, “Madonna used this to sign an autograph for 
me.” 
 The girls leaned in closer, admiring the cultural relic as if it had come from a saint. I was 
skeptical of the Sharpie’s history. It seemed too unlikely that an object like that had made its way 
to Solid Rock Bible Camp. I unscrewed the cap of my water bottle and filled it in the sink. The 
water rushed into the container and they turned their heads in my direction. 
 Brittney called out, “What are you up, too?” 
 I said, looking at the other girls, “Nothing. I’m not doing anything. Just walking around.” 
I remembered Elizabeth’s clique and didn’t want to become centered in intrigue. But it was too 
late for that.  I saw a recycling of history and wanted to break it, but doing so required retreat. 
 Brittney said, “We were talking about music. What exactly do you listen to?” 
 All of the girls were silent. Thinking of bands that wouldn’t label me as completely 
culturally sheltered, I said, “Jimmy Eat World, Finch, The Cars. I like My Chemical Romance 
but I just have their first album.” 
 “Why not the second?” 
 “It’s stickered. I have a few of those songs though.” 
 Brittney scooted back in her chair and stood up. “It’s okay to listen to them, you know? 
You can buy it now.  Why haven’t you?” 
 “It’s stickered . . .” 
 Brittney began to walk towards me. “I know. You don’t have to be afraid of what you 
like. Have you heard Panic! At the Disco?” 
 “I haven’t.” 
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 Brittney was closing the distance between us. I began to backup into the kitchen. I 
couldn’t take my eyes from hers. “They’ll be big up here soon.” She kept advancing and I kept 
retreating. I knew the stove was behind me and I slowed my pace. 
 “What are you afraid of?” 
 I took another step back and looked back over her shoulder. The other girls had stood up 
and were watching intently. I said, “I’m not afraid. I’m not.” 
 I am a liar. 
 Brittney took another step. There were only inches between us. We could smell each 
other’s breath. “You don’t have to be afraid.” She swung her body one hundred and eighty 
degrees and walked back to the table. 
 You don’t have to be afraid. You don’t have to be afraid.  
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Kick Start My Heart 
The weeks went by. On Fridays, Brittney prepared sandwiches for the campers who rode 
the bus back to Anchorage. One Friday, I decided to express how I felt about her. The kitchen 
counter was littered with brown paper bags, Ziploc bags, and cookies in plastic wrappers. I stood 
across from the counter looking at her through the window. The salsa stain was visible at the 
corner of my eye. She looked at me and then back down at the slices of bread. She had 
microwaved the peanut butter until it became as sloppy as thick paint. My head fuzzed over. The 
rehearsals in my mind had taken over. 
"I would like to be with you." 
She looked puzzled and leaned forward.  
"I didn't hear you." 
I thought she was teasing me—prompting me to repeat myself with conviction as if she 
was trying to teach me about the world. I repeated myself, louder. My palms were wet. Peanut 
butter dripped in globs off the spatula onto the counter. Her eyes were wide and they shifted to 
the right. 
 "Well, that's great!" 
I left with a smile on my face. 
Later that day, Bob called me over to one of the tables. He leaned in his chair and said, 
"You'll be over at Wagon Train this coming week." 
"Why?" 
"I can see you need a break. I tried to get Trent to fill in but Craig didn't want to lose him. 
He didn’t want to let go of anyone, otherwise I would’ve had you over there sooner. I finally got 
Beeson to do it." 
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"I suppose it will be like a vacation." 
"Compared to this? I hope." 
I didn’t get a chance to see Brittney again before I had to move across the lake. After 
Saturday morning, I was busy packing my clothes into an old leather suitcase my mother had 
used when she was attending nursing school. I slung my sleeping bag over my shoulder and 
climbed down the stairs to the brown Wagon Train van waiting for me in the parking lot. All the 
counselors and assistants had taken all the seats so I road in the back leaning against the trunk 
door among the other pieces of luggage. I thought about the last conversation I had with Brittney 
and the answer she had given me. I left the workcrew feeling light. I wasn’t thinking. I should’ve 
known the happiness, joy, fulfillment—the incredible warmth filling the crevasses of my being—
weren’t mine to possess. I had stolen euphoria and would have to repay it with interest, a penalty, 
for assuming I could’ve possessed it in the first place. 
The van rattled down the washboards on the dirt road. I felt the vibration and my body 
shifted back and forth through the turns. I was aware of the motion, but I wasn’t there. I was 
unconstrained by corporeal limitations. I couldn’t remember ever smiling so much as after 
Brittney had said, Well, that’s great! The muscles under the skin of my face ached, but I couldn’t 
drop my expression. I could be anything I wanted to be: a rich man, a poor man, a beggar, a 
thief, or a doctor, a lawyer, or a tribal chief. Regardless, I wouldn’t be alone. I was in the midst 
of a bubbling cauldron of hormones, possibly mistaking it for love. If someone wanted to break 
my grin, it would’ve taken a sledgehammer—my skull would’ve needed cracking. 
[2] 
 The boys’ cabin at Wagon Train was still shabby even after five years had passed since I 
had drenched Noah with water. Its wheels leaned against its sides, unattached to the poles 
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supporting the cabin, contrasted to the girls’ cabins that had been finished. I drew the tarp back 
and dragged my luggage into the cabin and flung my sleeping bag onto the counselor’s bunk, 
stowed the suitcase, and puffed up my pillow. I never thought I’d be sleeping on that particular 
bed. The lighting in the cabin was dark due to the canvas and tarps secured over pvc pipe to 
create the aesthetic of a covered wagon. Flashlights were needed to read on cloudy days or 
during the night. There wasn’t electricity on this side of the camp except for the small dining hall 
that doubled as a chapel and craft shop. 
 Mosquitoes buzzed in and out at will through the cabin. The air was fresh and cool unlike 
the Crow’s Nest. When it rained, it pattered off the canvas and tarps. I loved falling asleep to the 
sound. And the mud—there wasn’t any grass around the campsite proper—was always tracked 
inside. If it hadn’t rained, then it was dirt. The exposure to the elements was comforting. There 
weren’t any toilets, only outhouses. No amount of lye could kill the stench of urine and feces.  
I had forgotten the structure of a regular camp. Every morning the four cabins lined up in 
front of the dining hall. The cabin with the straightest line was chosen to eat first by the Wagon 
Train program director or senior counselors. The ones who went first got the most food. Campers 
returned to their cabins to collect their Bibles, clean the cabins, and once again returned for 
chapel. A counselor or a program staff member inspected the cleanliness of the cabins, 
counselor’s bunk, and the assistant’s. Despite having been on the workcrew, my cabin was never 
clean enough to place even third during that week. I was beginning to fall apart because of all the 
weeks maintaining the workcrew. 
During the day, the cabins were split into groups for activities: learning to ride horses in 
the arena, how to groom them, archery, ball field games, and swimming. Some rode horse on the 
trails twisting through the woods in the evenings. At the end of the day, after the second chapel 
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session, we played a group game in the woods. One of the games was based on capture the flag, 
but the framing involved smuggling Bibles into a communist country named Zimbobsway. Bob 
had designed the game himself. On Thursday, we played counselor hunt—the counselors and 
assistants hid in the woods and the campers hunted us down. Those who were captured ended up 
being pushed in the lake by the camper who caught them. The water was colder in the late 
evening from the shadows cast by the trees. By this time in the late summer, with the 
temperature dropping in the evenings, it was even colder.  
 However, everything about Wagon Train seemed visceral. We could touch the outdoors, 
smell it, and taste it if we chose. Mosquitoes bit our necks, elbows, shins, and bellies during the 
day and during the night. Every morning was cold to the point of shivering.  
We tackled girls on the ball field and they tackled us. We swam together and laughed. 
We shed our clothes just feet from each other, separated only by the tarps draping at the openings 
of the cabins. When I had been a camper, I enjoyed climbing down the stairs of the cabin and 
glimpsing into the girl's cabin situated ahead of us. Through the gap of the tarp, I would be able 
to see, naked ankles, toe rings, and painted nails of the counselor, their assistant, or the girls 
themselves. Just the knowledge that they were changing clothes or slipping in bathing suits made 
the entire site sensual. I enjoyed how their shirts clung to their bodies when they climbed out of 
the lake.  
At night, before we brushed our teeth, we sat on logs around a fire pit, sang songs to 
Jesus, told stories, and hurried to our bunks, worn out from the day. Past bedtime—silence. We 
couldn’t hear the cars from the Sterling Highway. The world away from concrete sidewalks and 
internal combustion engines was exciting.  
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On Tuesday and Thursday, we hiked to Lakeside to use the showers. We washed the 
sweat, dirt, bug spray, and lake water from our bodies. We returned smelling like soap. The long 
wet hair of those girls—beautiful, fresh, eternally wet when the sky drizzled as we made our way 
back to Wagon Train, excited me.  
 My campers during this week would be between ten to twelve years old. Austin was one 
of them. He had intentionally stacked his weeks on the workcrew together and I wondered if Bob 
had had this in mind. When the campers came, I shook their parents' hands and watched them 
kiss or hug their boys good-bye. After they left, we waited for dinner. The campers asked me 
questions about the horses. 
The horses, old and ornery, perhaps bored by the weekly routines recycled every summer, 
were hearty. They knew the trails through the woods. I could be alone with my thoughts as the 
horses steered themselves through the trees, swishing their tails to discourage insects from their 
anuses. Occasionally, the horses bent their heads to the earth, halting in the middle of the trail, 
and biting chunks of grass, grazing, as if they were never fed.  
As a camper, I enjoyed the horses voiding bowels or the quarts of piss shooting from 
their urethras. All of us boys did. Campers who had been at the camp before appointed 
themselves experts and future guides for the week ahead and Austin, who had been working in 
the kitchen, decided he was even more knowledgeable about the camp. He had wanted to be the 
leader of the camp. He reverted to his old ways of behavior. 
[3] 
On one of the logs around the fire pit, right after Monday’s dinner, I lied on my back with 
my arms crossed behind my neck. The bubble of my belly sank into my abdominal cavity. I 
pretended I was fit. Sometimes, at night, I would run my hand down my belly enjoying the 
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affects of gravity. A single thought plagued my mind—what does a boy do after he asks a girl 
out? Dinners, movies, walks, conversations and the words to fill them, late night drives, and 
confessions to one another were a mystery to me. A knot in the wood gouged my back but the 
rest of the log was comfortable.  
Jim was sitting next to me and I said, "I can't stop thinking about her." 
"I know." 
"I'm going to go see her tomorrow on break." 
"You do have a look in your eyes.” Jim turned his head to the mouth of the woodchip 
trail and said, “Looks like you can see her now." 
I sat up and saw Brittney and Bethany, the camp's laundry lady who had married Ben, the 
program director of Wagon Train, walking towards the waterfront.  
Jim said, "You should talk to her." 
"I don't know what to say." She didn't come over or wave. I got a bad feeling in my 
stomach. Maybe she didn’t see me. I decided to hide behind rules of being in charge of campers. 
"I shouldn't leave the site." 
Jim rolled his eyes, "It's like, seventy feet at most. You'll be fine. You won't be happy 
until you do." 
He looked bored with my obsession. 
I stood up and walked towards the girls. My emotional level had peaked and I was 
descending to a nominal level. Brittney and Bethany sat on the dock with their flip-flops on the 
boards. Their toes were barely touching the surface of the lake, but tiny ripples ran out to the 
shoreline. Their conversation was casual, but lower in tone—possibly gossiping. Half of me 
feared they were talking about me.  
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Where did this fear come from? I had communicated my feelings for her, or at least 
expressed an opportunity to do so. I wanted secrecy—no—discretion. I was frightened by what 
the program directors, George, and Emily would say, what are you thinking, make a better 
choice. Yet, fifteen feet away from a girl I desperately wanted the attention of, was paying me no 
mind at all. Her power—was it something she could give? I needed someone to follow, walk 
alongside, and have their encouragement. It wasn't her that needed saving, it was I. Or, was it 
that I didn't think I deserved better—and what type of thought would that have been anyway? 
When I was close enough, I said, "Hello" 
Brittney turned and gave a smile but she didn't talk. Her eyes shifted to Bethany. 
Bethany said, "We were just heading out. Good night." 
I couldn't think of anything to say and goodnight didn't sound quite right. "Good night. 
So long." I said. 
[4] 
The next day I packed my towel, hygienic gels, and a washrag into a duffle bag and hiked 
the sawdust trail. The sun came through the leaves and I began to sweat where the strap of the 
duffle bag hung over my shoulder and back. Brittney was probably at work and I would stop by 
and see her. Thirty minutes was all the time I had to make a round trip and shower and the rest I 
could spend talking to her.  
One of the female assistants stopped me once I got past the ball field of Lake Side. Her 
reputation at the camp was questionable, similar to Brittney’s. "You have to stop." 
I was confused and said, "It's only Old Spice." 
"I mean her. She's not a good girl. She's not. She's no good. Charles, she’s like me." 
There was a pause between us. "I see you're ready for someone, but it isn’t her." 
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"Okay." 
I took my shower and then headed to the kitchen. I didn’t find Brittney, but I did find 
Bethany sitting at one of the tables.  
"Hey Frost, What are you doing here?" 
"I suppose you know." 
Bethany lost her happy disposition and said, "She's not here. I haven't seen her since 
yesterday." 
"She left?" 
Bethany lowered her voice, "I don’t know if she left, but no one’s seen her. You know, 
she wasn't just doing drugs back at home." 
I asked, "What do you mean?" 
Bethany said, "She sold them, too. She told Ben and me all of this. She also said she was 
a pathological liar. She's not doing well." 
A pathological liar admitting they were a liar—I found it ironic, but I couldn’t smile. 
Brittney being a dealer didn't bother me as much as the prospect of her lying about finding me 
attractive. I felt the world sag underneath me. Reality, fiction, and the illusionary had intersected 
and I couldn’t rectify them. I looked at my watch. I said, "I have to head back." 
I walked back to Wagon Train, slower, thinking. Specifics escape me, but I do recall 
hopelessness. 
[5] 
Overnight, I became lost in my own head. I tried to figure out what Brittney was thinking 
and where she was. I couldn’t sit through chapel services during the evening; I stood just outside 
the doors, leaning against the banister, while one of my old friends I knew from when I was a 
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camper stood by me, in silence, comforting me with her presence. I’ve never seen you like this 
before, was the only thing she said. I didn’t sleep well and I lost control of the cabin. One night, 
because the boys kept talking and because sound traveled further in the chilled air, Ben came 
into the cabin wearing a headlamp with a Bible in his hands.  
The white light from the three or four LED bulbs obscured Ben’s bearded face. He spoke 
with an urgency I never heard in his voice before. I sat on my bunk in silence as he paced back 
and forth along the narrow walkway as he opened the Bible in his hand and said, “You all have 
to have respect for your elders. You have to be aware of the effect you have on other people. I 
can’t sleep. The other cabins can’t sleep. I’m reading from Second Kings. Elisha is traveling 
from one city to another and a group of children come and insult this man of God.  
"And he went up from thence unto Beth-el: and as he was going up by the way, there 
came forth little children out of the city, and mocked him, and said unto him, Go up, thou bald 
head; go up, thou bald head.  
And he turned back, and looked on them, and cursed them in the name of the LORD.  
And there came forth two she bears out of the wood, and tare forty and two children of them. 
And he went from thence to mount Carmel, and from thence he returned to Samaria.” (Hoy 
Bible: King James Version, 2Ki 2.23-25) 
 Ben looked at each of the boys, his headlamp glaring off their faces and making them 
wince their eyes. He waited just a moment longer for the horror of the story to sink in and said, 
“Don’t you understand?” 
Ben’s passionate devotional reminded me of a similar situation years ago—one of the 
workcrew chiefs I had worked with as an assistant four years ago. One week, when the boys 
were becoming unruly, he stalked around the Crow’s Nest, similar to Ben, but almost yelling. 
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Instead of Second Kings, he read from Hebrews. The workcrew chief was trying to make a 
connection between the boys’ behavior and their relationship with Christ: “If they shall fall 
away, to renew them again unto repentance; seeing they crucify to themselves the Son of God 
afresh, and put him to an open shame.” He then switched to James: “What doth it profit, my 
brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? . . . can faith save him . . . Even so 
faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone (Holy Bible: King James Version, Heb . 6.6; Holy 
Bible: King James Version, James 2.14-17)” 
The workcrew chief stabbed his passages with his finger, walking up to each boy as he 
lectured: "We can be in danger of losing our salvation." This went against doctrine of Solid Rock 
in concerns with eternal security—once saved always saved. Believers were supposed to be 
protected by the hand of God himself from falling away from Him. Mercifully, the week ended 
and I was able to return to the Crow's Nest. 
[6] 
I walked to the kitchen over the weekend and I didn't find her. I sat on the bench outside 
the dining hall, pulled out my notepad, and began to make a schedule for the week’s activities 
and projects. I looked behind me. Brittney walked across the upper boardwalk. She traversed 
slowly across the boards, enough to be silent but not slow enough to be stopped. She wore brown 
capris and a sweater. She had pulled her hair into ponytail. She looked over at me and kept 
walking. I turned my head and pretended I hadn't seen her. 
She left the camp for an indefinite period, climbed into a car, and disappeared up the 
Seward Highway through the mountain pass, but I didn’t know this until later. There was a 
phone in the hallway by the camp's office. I called the number she had given me. My hand shook 
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as I punched the buttons, hoping it was a number to a cellphone. The phone rang and I studied 
the tattered phonebook in front of me, filled with doodles of a hundred different campers.  
"Who's this?" 
It was George's voice. It sounded like he had just woken up.   
"Nobody. I was looking for someone. Wrong number. I'm sorry." 
Panic filled me. My only lead was a dead end. 
[7] 
 The last week was Hockey Camp. A ministry from Canada, Hockey Ministries 
Incorporated, ran the camp all but in name. They provided the instructors, college level hockey 
players, and their own chapel services. Most of the campers were taller and more muscular than 
their counselors. They were also prone to exerting their physical dominance. It was always too 
noisy in the dining hall, even with the staggered breakfasts, lunches, and dinners to 
accommodate time on the ice rink, or in the chapel where they all congregated together. They 
always left my ears aching.  
Big Chad called me out to his pickup truck the first Sunday during dinner. Mitch, my new 
assistant, stayed at the table watching over the boys. I was glad to be outside were the sun was 
setting. Big Chad’s fingers were thick as sausages and his forearms were thicker than most 
people’s thighs. He crossed his arms and rested his bulk on the bed of his red pickup truck. The 
vehicle tilted.  I mimicked him. The sun was setting in our faces. 
 Big Chad said, "You look depressed, like someone died or something. What's 
happening?" 
 I thought for a moment. I didn’t want to say I was missing Brittney and that I made a 
mistake so I said, "I used to think everything was okay. God's love for the world helped to fix 
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everything. Not like, in an instant or anything, but made it possible. I'm wondering why someone 
would willfully turn away from that. Then I wonder if there is any choice in accepting His love 
at all, it being a gift. You know, what Paul wrote. That sort of thing." It was as close to the truth 
as I could manage. 
 Chad exhaled through his nostrils. They hissed like the tanks of a compressor having its 
air released. He said, "I see. The Bible never said God loves individuals. In John it said God so 
loved the world, not that he loved every individual." Big Chad took a deep breath, "You know, in 
the atmosphere of eternity, what does any of this matter? All our choices, they really are small in 
the scheme of things, don't matter too much." 
 I was on the verge of tears. "It all should matter. Everything.” 
 Chad was silent for moment. I could have told him everything and he would have 
understood, but I didn’t. He said, “The only thing that matters is the relationship you have with 
God. You can’t do anything else, you have no control. You just don’t have control, Charles. 
Worrying about past mistakes is just luggage. I would just let it go.” 
[8] 
 I went to the restroom and then filled my water bottle, drained half of it, and then refilled 
it. It was one of my many interruptions of sleep. I don’t remember my dreams, but they had the 
sensations of nightmares and I’ve found those feelings in the morning are worse than a dream in 
itself. Everything that week had changed. Both workcrews had different assistants. I was the only 
constant. The girls’ workcrew chief had also transferred out into the main camp programs. We 
had shared maybe a hundred words throughout the summer.  
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This night, I ran into her while she was making hot tea. She was the quietest person in the 
camp and I had the sensation she was going to speak honestly about something she never cared 
to share before. She had nothing to lose. At the end of the week, everything would be over.  
I looked over to her and asked, “Are you enjoying the break from the crew?” 
She said, “I didn’t come here to wash dishes. I’ll be glad to get out of here.”  
I was confused. Besides my recent setback in the pursuit of love, bogged down in the 
war, I still loved the place. However, associations were changing and I wasn’t aware of it. I 
asked, “Why? Did something happen?” 
She turned to me and then looked at her steaming mug. She gave me a look of pity and 
said, “This camp is a fishbowl. Everything you do is seen and it’s not the real world.” 
“We are existing in reality.” 
She said, “That’s not really what I mean. I mean that this camp makes a different world 
of its own that doesn’t line up with what is outside.” 
I had thought that she had been more sheltered than I was growing up. I believed her to 
be prudish because of her silence and how she kept to herself, away from earthly distractions. 
She was just extremely introverted. 
I had never thought of the camp as a fishbowl and her words didn’t make sense until my 
first sociology class when the instructor talked about subcultures. There was the mainstream 
culture, the local culture of Soldotna, the culture of evangelical Christianity, and then the 
evangelical Christianity of the camp. We all navigated so many layers at the camp 
unconsciously. It was time to leave when you became aware of your subculture in a conscious 
manner, revealing that you lived with cognitive dissonance.  
[9] 
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 I didn’t see Brittney that week. I taped a note to her door, among the growing notes of 
other people. I wanted to be charming and funny. I wrote, Maybe we could get together and play 
spin the bottle together. Caring a lot, Charles. I waited for Brittney to respond, expecting her to 
show up at an unexpected time. I returned to her room for several days. The last day I checked 
her door, it had been cleared off. I hoped Brittney had cleaned it and just ignored my note, but I 
was sure it was one of the other staff members. I felt exposure. 
[10] 
The new workcrew chief for the girls called me over on Friday while the boys were 
cleaning after lunch. She was sitting beside Austin, rubbing his back. He was doubled over in 
one of the chairs, sobbing. 
The workcrew chief said, “Charles, you need to talk to him.” 
I was struggling to take care of myself so I could take care of the basic expectations the 
directors had. Austin wasn’t on my priority. I had begged Bob not let him back onto the crew for 
the last week. Ted and Bob had always made promises that they were sending someone to help 
me, but they never did. Every person they told me would come to help was allocated to a 
different position in the camp. I was abandoned. I watched Austin crying. 
None of the boys had cried in front of me, but watching Austin cry reminded me of when 
I would cry alongside my father when we studied together. When I was having difficulty 
understanding the subject at hand, failing him, tears would well up and pour down my cheeks. 
My father would call for a fifteen-minute tea break. The water would boil in the kitchen while I 
would get a handle on myself. One month, it seemed all I did was disappoint him. He worked 
seventy-two hours a week so he could have the mornings with me. Other times, my father 
stopped for the day. I thought of my father and how the roles were reversed between Austin and 
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me. I am my father’s son. And the ways I am like my mother, I can’t change them at all—they 
are genetically inherited, but manifested in different ways. 
My voice was harsh when I asked, "What's wrong, Austin?" 
Snot covered his upper lip and his eyes were red. This was authentic. His hands were in 
his lap. I could have ignored him if he was stomping around the dining hall, moaning, or if his 
face was pinched in anger. He tore me up inside when he caught his breath and managed to say, 
"You don't like me." 
I forgot about Brittney and the workcrew chief sitting beside him. I didn’t hear the rest of 
the boys pattering away. I saw a little boy in a chair. 
I hunched down on my knees until I was face to face with my crewmember and lied, "It's 
not that I don't like you, Austin. You're a lot to handle sometimes. I've seen how good of a job 
you can do when you focus your energy. I'm sorry if I led you to think this." 
Austin looked up. His eyes were blurry and shot with blood. He wiped his nose and upper 
lip with his bare arm and said, "I'm sorry, too. I’m sorry. I'll be better. I'll be so much better. 
You'll see. I promise." 
I extended my hand and motioned to the girls’ workcrew chief to hand me a napkin 
dispenser. I pulled several napkins out, handed them to Austin, and said, “Blow your nose. It’s 
okay.” I looked across the room and repeated, “It’s okay.”  
Austin jumped from his chair. The napkins were clinched in his hand. He wrapped his 
arms around my neck and squeezed as hard as he could. I thought about Bob’s fictional puppies 
drowning in the lake that never existed. I slowly wrapped my own arms around him and 
squeezed. Austin’s strength surprised me. He held on to me for what seemed like an eternity. I 
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hug my daughter now with the same firmness he gave me. Austin finally let me go and he 
sprinted off to the back of the kitchen to take his place at scrubbing the dishes. 
I was still hunched down when the girls’ workcrew chief stood up and said, “That was 
good.” 
Her face was gentle, almost surprised. As far as I knew, no counselor had consoled 
Austin. All his pain was written on his sleeve, but we were unable to see it. Every task I gave to 
Austin, he approached it with new vigor. How badly he wanted my approval.  
[11] 
 It was Friday night, the last day of the week when Hockey Ministries Incorporated held 
their alter call. The older men liked using the dining hall as a place to talk to the children, away 
from the others so there wouldn’t be any peer pressure besides their own. The workcrew were on 
their last legs. Everyone was finishing up late. I was gauging how long it was going to take the 
boys to finish the pots and pans when I heard Austin calling my name. I thought, here we go 
again. 
I walked through the clean kitchen, looked out the window, and saw Austin stomping 
towards me. His face was twisted and his arms were straight at his side ending in fists. His legs 
pumped up to his waist as he stomped towards me. He looked like a windup toy soldier.  
He was being followed by one of the hockey players, a large man, probably nineteen, 
biceps built from preforming reps at the gym. Austin pointed to the man following him and 
yelled, “This idiot is running me off my job! Tell him! Tell him I’m doing my job!” 
Austin was still wearing a red Kool-Aid mustache from dinner, which clashed with his 
blonde highlights. I looked at the young man behind him.  
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His collared shirt was unbuttoned, exposing a patch of chest hairs, and the fabric was 
stretched tight across his torso. He looked as hard as a rock. I was glad I was wearing my 
oversized green shirt, the one that was Brittney’s favorite, which hid my belly and hairless chest.  
 The hockey instructor was angry and I could only imagine the offensive behavior Austin 
had committed against this man. The hockey instructor came within a foot of me and pointed at 
Austin. As he spoke, he cracked his arm like a whip to emphasize his syllables. Spittle popped 
from his lips.  
Austin never stopped protesting as the hockey instructor said, "I've told this punk to be 
quiet. He keeps crashing the chairs onto the floor,” he held up two fingers with his other hand, 
“I've asked him twice and this is the third. I'm asking him to have respect—we're holding an alter 
call down here." 
 I feared he might strike me. I would go down like a sack of potatoes.  
 “Please, calm down.” I noticed the light in the staff dining room was on. The cooks 
played Settlers of Catan. In the back, I could see the four or five young children sitting with three 
older men, with white hair, alongside a middle aged man. They held Bibles and pamphlets. A 
couple of the children might have been praying, necks bent and hands clasped, but it was the 
older men who spoke.  
 I looked back to the hockey player and he feigned hurt feelings, bringing his arms up and 
pointing his fingers at his chest. His pores were wide and his muscles flexed. They looked like 
steel cables under the skin. I thought I could smell testosterone. 
 The hockey player said, "Hey, I'm calm. We’re trying to save souls for Jesus Christ out 
here and this punk is distracting them. He has no respect for the work of God.” 
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 I grew angry. It was my father coming out. I was angry at the hockey instructor's yelling 
and implied accusations that I didn’t care about the souls of children, angry at the cooks 
choosing not to intervene, and angry at the boys for not finishing faster. However, it wasn’t their 
fault, except for the instructor. What would Jesus do? More importantly, what would Brittney 
do?  
 I took a step forward until our height discrepancy required me to look up at him, and said, 
“I’ll take care of Austin. You just go back to saving souls for Jesus Christ.”  
 Austin followed me out through the kitchen and I called all the rest of boys out of the out 
onto the porch. We all sat on the boardwalk. My assistant and the girls’ workcrew chief sat 
beside me. My heart pumped hard and I just wanted to sleep. 
 The girls’ workcrew chief said, “I saw the whole thing.” 
My eyes drowned and hot liquid spilled from my lids. I chuckled and began to laugh 
because I found it so funny. They all looked at me, but when my laughter turned hysterical, they 
looked away to study the gravel road or the clouds in the dark sky. A couple of the boys picked 
up small pieces of gravel and tossed them across the road. I could understand why they weren’t 
laughing along with me. 
I sent the boys up to the Crow’s Nest and I went to the chapel and entered the restroom. 
In the shower room, I curled up on the bench and wept. I could handle heartache, but I couldn’t 
handle heartache and the workcrew at the same time. I wished Brittney had been there to see me, 
but not my fit of laughter. I got up, blew my nose, and returned to the boys. We waited thirty 
minutes and then crept back inside. They boys returned to their tasks. I refilled the wash sinks 
with hot water and sanitizer. Austin disappeared into the dining hall and then returned. 
He said, “Those men want to talk to you.”  
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“Who?” 
“I don’t know.” 
I said, “Stay here.” When I reached the dining hall, I found that all the chairs had been 
placed on the floor.  
 The old men with grey hair were still sitting in the back. On the table were pamphlets and 
their Bibles, worn from years of use. The covers of their scriptures didn't close because of all the 
post-it notes they had left on the margins. In front of one of the men was a yellow legal pad. The 
younger man held a pen. The hockey instructor sat with them, hunched over in his seat. He 
looked small, like a beaten puppy. 
 The younger of the men said, "We'd like to know your name and the name of the kid." 
 I squinted my eyes, trying to read him. “His name is Austin.” 
 The man wrote on the pad and then asked, “What’s your name?” 
 I realized I was in front of a tribunal. “I’m Charles Frost and what are your names?” 
They all said something, but it was the instructor’s name I remember—Whit. 
 One of the old men said, “Whit has something he'd like to say—” 
 Whit interrupted, "—I found it really disrespectful that I asked that kid of yours to be 
quiet for the altar call. Three times I asked him and he continued to put the chairs down on the 
floor. As loud as he could. Then you, you told me to go back to saving souls. It was 
disrespectful. But I forgive you.” 
 They locked their eyes on me waiting for my response—Whit's smooth face and the old 
men with their wrinkles, scars, crooked noses, and crow's feet. I searched my soul to see if I 
could accept his forgiveness, but I didn’t ask for forgiveness. I found nothing.  
 
 
190 
   
 I said, “Let me tell you about Austin. He’s a tough kid to look after. His mother dresses 
like a slut and she works in a bar. He’s on Ritalin. When his mother drops him off at camp, it’s 
not ‘Have a nice week, hope you have fun,’ it’s ‘Can I have my week vacation now?' He doesn’t 
have a father. The man’s in prison. When his mother comes to pick him up, she doesn’t tell him 
she missed him or asks how his week was. It’s ‘Let’s go.’ Austin isn’t the strongest boy on the 
crew, the chairs are heavy for him. The boy is hurting.”  
If all of us had cared about souls, maybe we’d have cared about Austin’s.  
 The instructor and the men sat in silence. Anger was returning. I wanted to hit them, 
especially Whit, just to change their expressions. I asked, “Are we done?” 
They were still silent. I clenched my fists as I walked away. 
 To my back, one of them said, "We'll pray for you, Charles." 
 I turned and looked at them, the fires of hell must have been lighting my pupils. I think of 
the puppies in Bob’s sack. Three of those puppies are named Austin, Whit, and Charles. I hope 
Bob was able to least pull Austin from that lake.  
 The boys quickly finished the cleaning and Ted appeared. He said, “Charles, can I talk to 
you? You’re not in trouble or anything.” I followed the Executive Director to the chapel and out 
onto the porch overlooking the trees and the lake. “You know why you’re here?” 
 “It’s about H.M.I.” 
 He was referring to Hockey Ministries, Incorporated. 
 Ted leaned against the banister. I hung my head and studied the planks. Ted said, “Yeah. 
I agree with the sentiment of what you did. Probably shouldn’t have used the word ‘slut.’ I’m not 
angry. I have to have this conversation. They weren’t too happy. Be careful of what you say 
around Austin, he doesn’t need to hear it.” 
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 I looked up. I was about to cry again. “I’m not going to apologize to them. They had no 
right.” 
 Ted signed, “I’m not going to ask you to do that. Are you okay?” 
 I balanced myself on my feet and said, “No.” 
[12] 
The next morning, Saturday, and every member of the Hockey Ministry International 
stopped and said, Charles, right? I'll be praying for you, as the campers left. I wanted to turn and 
tell them I’d be praying for them as well. However, I’d be lying, I cared little for them. 
Counselors and assistants were also preparing to leave the camp for the summer. Only a few of 
us were staying for a few more weeks. I wasn’t ready. I couldn’t leave the camp in the state I was 
in. My family wouldn’t understand.  
I returned to the kitchen for lunch once my crew had gone. I passed counselors and their 
assistants hugging each other, saying their good-byes. Their suitcases were stuffed tighter than 
when they arrived. Living with one another for three months created friendships that burned 
bright, hot to the touch, but flickered out just as fast.  The dining hall was empty. Only George 
sat at one of the tables with his legs propped up on a chair. He had reheated the leftovers from 
the week. I sat down in the seat across from him. 
 "How's it going, C?" 
 "You know, everyone is saying good-bye." 
 George smiled and crossed his arms a little tighter. "I never understood that. We’ll never 
see each other again! I'll miss you so much! Happens every year." George tilted his head to see 
the watch strapped to his wrist without moving his arm. 
 
 
192 
   
 George threw his head back and exhaled. "Typical. No one’s coming. Want to get out of 
here?" 
 "I don't want to go home." 
 "I meant the coffee shop." 
 I nodded. George threw the food out—it couldn't be served or refrigerated again. We 
walked out the back of the kitchen and climbed into his red Toyota pickup. There was dog hair 
on the seats from Ben. I expected George to talk about Brittney. I didn't want to talk about her 
and I assumed George either didn't know or felt it wasn’t his place to discuss her. George said, as 
we drove through all the greenlights, "You did good handling that hockey player. It was quite a 
show,” George chuckled, “Go back to saving souls. Someone had to say something to them.” 
 I laughed along with him for a moment and said, “I thought he was going to hit me.” 
 “We weren’t going to let that happen.” 
We crossed the bridge over the Kenai River. We reached Kaladi Brother's. I followed 
George into the coffee shop and we both ordered black Americanos, on his suggestion.  
 The tiles on the ceiling of the coffee shop had been decorated by local schools. One of 
them was a painted skylight with a girl, similar to Disney's Alice, pressed up against the glass 
spying down. There was a grey cardboard skeleton on a black backdrop. There wasn't a general 
theme or pattern to the ceiling.  Solitary patrons on laptops or groups of conversing retired 
couples occupied every table inside the shop.  
 George decided to sit outside at a metal patio table with matching chairs. They were more 
comfortable than they looked. We sipped our coffee. The dinner cook and his wife arrived with 
another member of the camp. 
 One of the women asked, "How did Brittney go?" 
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 George said, "If I had been there when he showed up I would have punched him in the 
face. I don't even know how he got a hold of her. I guess they went to Girdwood." 
 "So she went with him?" Someone said. 
 George nodded.  
 "Those dreadlocks stank. She just ruined her hair." 
 George said, "Dreadlocks—they’re the perfect combination of sweat, beer, vomit, and 
feces. Dirty hippies. She did get another tattoo." 
 "What was that tattoo on her arm? She told me it was the Lord's pray in Hebrew but she 
didn't really seem to know." 
 "Who cares?" 
 "I couldn't have something like that on my body. Especially if I didn't know what it said." 
 One of the women looked at the metal mesh table and said, "We're gossiping." 
 George took a sip of coffee and said, "Well, the thing is done." 
 Who was the other man they were talking about? I was lost in their conversation, trying 
to read between the lines. A man had come to the camp. I pictured a beat up Japanese car from 
the mid nineties. The rear seat filled with junk. I imagined he had good features and defined 
muscles proportional to his body. He didn't have a gut like I did, that sagged over his belt when 
standing or sitting. His face would be littered in whiskers opposed to my peach fuzz. How could 
I compete with that? I wish George had hit this man, this movie star in my mind, who rode into 
the camp—danger, real danger within the camp—and took Brittney away. 
 And if George had hit this man, I would have wanted to be there with a metal pipe. My 
thoughts oscillated between sorrows thick as used motor oil and violence red as the salsa 
splattered in the kitchen. I wanted his teeth discarded in the dirt. I imagined I could transfer my 
 
 
194 
   
emotional pain from the summer into this man's body and everyone would see how I felt on the 
inside instead of asking if I was okay. I sipped my hot coffee. 
[13] 
 The leaves changed colors. Solid Rock ceased their sponsored camps and rented their 
facilities to churches from Anchorage. I stayed for a couple of weeks, washing dishes and 
cleaning the buildings for a small stipend. During the days, I spent much of my time alone and so 
much time available to me then. I wasn't responsible for children or teenagers—just myself. 
Without the volunteer staff, Bob and the rest of the fulltime staff had to clean the facilities. I 
worked with Bob cleaning the restrooms in the chapel. We filled a mop bucket with hot water 
and soap, collected cleaning agents, and rags. Bob was always ready to discuss theology. I asked 
if fallen angels could be forgiven, because if God could forgive them, anything could be 
forgiven. Bob also shared a particular view of Hell by a theologian—hell was the final resort to 
purify the souls of people to redeem them from their sins. Experience enough pain and you will 
love your torturer. 
The nights were now pitch black when the sun set. Sometimes I watched movies with 
Ben and Bethany. Now that the camp was over, I listened to my portable disc player: Queen 
didn't help and nor did Yellow Card or The Cars. I went to Fred Meyer’s, bought the second 
album by My Chemical Romance, and listened to it when I couldn't sleep. Other times I sat in 
the kitchen and listened to the motor powering the refrigerator and freezer. 
One night, I sat in the kitchen eating one of Emily's cookies with a glass of milk. I 
dunked it into the cup and took a bite, chewing slowly, and listed to my disc player. I stared 
across the dark dining hall to the far tinted windows. They had become mirrors and I studied 
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myself, eating those cookies. Who was this boy in front of me and why did his eyes look dead? 
Up above me was the salsa splatter, still bright red.  
 The motors powering the refrigerator and freezer kicked off. There was only Gerard Way 
and guitars streaming through my headphones. The volume was set low. I heard no one above 
me moving across the floors or taking showers. The vacancy of the top floor, at night, filled me 
with loneliness. I kept expecting Brittney to come stumbling into the dining hall looking for a 
meal, smiling at me while she passed by me. Perhaps that was why I was there—waiting.  
 I heard a car roll up to the back entryway of the kitchen, the slam of car’s door, and 
footsteps crunching on rocks. I looked down the dark hallway leading to the back of the kitchen 
and the door opened. I pulled my headphones from my ears. It was Emily who came from the 
shadows of the hallway. She wore her tan shorts and a red tank top under a fleece jacket. 
 She stopped and looked at the counter and me. I noticed the crumbs I was leaving on the 
counter from biting into the cookies. Technically, we weren't allowed to eat in the kitchen and 
Emily stuck to the rules. Her face looked haunted.  
  She asked, “You never leave here, do you?”  
 She didn’t wait for an answer. She continued to the refrigerator or the freezer—latches 
clicked—and then she headed back to the hallway, heading to her car. She stopped just as she 
passed me, turned, and opened her mouth to speak. Her arms lifted slightly and she let them drop 
to her sides. I wanted her to say something to fill the distance between us. I wanted her to hug me 
or lecture me about eating cookies. Better yet, I wanted her to tell me it was my fault. I wanted 
her to tell me I was stupid for believing Brittney and I could’ve been a possibility. Emily made a 
resolved face and left.  I finished my cookies, wiped the counter, and continued to stare at my 
reflection. I don't remember heading to bed.   
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 Brittney was eleven when she met Emily, who was twenty-four. Brittney had come to 
visit her aunt and uncle at Solid Rock because her mother died of breast cancer and her father 
was absent. I doubt he worked with air conditioners. Her grandparents, who were ministers of a 
church, raised her. Emily was twenty-four when Brittney arrived at the camp and they became 
friends. They remained in contact throughout the years when Brittney left the camp. She did well 
in school until she turned sixteen.  
Brittney was offered a contract to appear in six episodes in an ABC television show, but 
her guardians denied her the opportunity because Hollywood was an antithesis to Christian 
values. Why attempt good when nothing came from it? Why not be bad and be good at that? She 
struggled through eating disorders, reckless romances, binges of alcohol, and drugs. Emily 
listened through the years, prayed, and wrote letters. Brittney turned eighteen and got herself in 
trouble. Emily bought Brittney’s plane ticket to Alaska. How does a woman take a family's girl 
under her wing? How does she hold that girl in the middle of night when she wants to quit 
quitting? How does that love look into a face that lied about tweaking for a week and what would 
that response be? 
[14] 
 I sat with Ben and Bethany in their cabin where they were staying for the winter. We 
were watching North to Alaska. The cabin's blinds were pulled shut—the television was the only 
light in the room. John Wayne played Sam McCord, caught up in the gold rush in Nome during 
the early 1900’s. After Sam and his partner, George Pratt, strike it rich, Sam agrees to travel to 
Seattle to escort George's fiancée to Alaska. However, Sam learns George's fiancée has already 
married since George left the states. Sam finds a replacement for the fiancée in the prostitute 
called Angel. After much drama and comedy, Angel and Sam are standing in the muddy streets 
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of Nome. Sam is covered in mud. Angel is leaving Alaska, the gold, and Sam who she had fallen 
in love with, instead of George. The entire town is watching. Sam asks her not to go. 
 Angel asks, “Why, Sam? Why don't you want me to go?” 
 Sam says, “Because I love you!” 
 The movie ends happily and with a kiss. I had seen it many times with my father, who 
watches John Wayne movies with a passion, attempts to imitate the dead man’s voice, and 
swaggers around in his bathrobe after watching those movies. I had never taken North to 
Alaska's investigation of love seriously before—betrayal, triangles, money, conflicting desires, 
fears of the heart—as Angel says, “yes, a bullet through the head is always the best cure for 
love”—and ultimately how broken people find each other before hearts turn brittle . On March 
17th 1990, Capucine, the actor who played Angel, jumped to her death from an eighth floor 
apartment. 
 There was a knock at the door and Bethany stood up. She opened the door and light cut 
into the dark cabin. My pupils contracted. Ben and I were annoyed. Body odor filled the cabin 
and I turned on the couch to see who was standing in the doorframe—Brittney. Her hair looked 
as if it harbored static electricity and the sun made it flair brilliant red. The two women spoke 
briefly and Brittney left. 
[15] 
 What I didn’t know: Brittney was struggling with her sexuality. She liked girls, and those 
Christians tried to explain these feelings away as she never had a chance to develop a 
relationship with her mother or that her cousin tried to have sex with her. On top of this, 
homosexuals went to Hell. Brittney was angry with God. The alignments of our stars, the 
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chemicals transferring their messages to neuro-receptors, or the genes being passed down 
through the centuries—there is so much we can’t control and be held responsible for.  
She professed her love to Emily, who took it in stride, but related it back to Brittney’s 
mother. Brittney’s love for Emily was nothing more than a close affinity and nothing sexual. 
Emily, for Brittney, was the most talented individual she had ever met or expected to meet. 
Brittney and I have plenty in common—neither of us got the girl. 
[16] 
 The camp’s summer ended. The children from the Anchorage Baptist Temple weaved 
themselves through the food line. I sat at one of the staff tables. B.C., a young man from Seward, 
who had been a camper at Wagon Train during the weeks I had attended, sat at the opposite end 
of the table. He was supposed to be my assistant for the last week of camp, but the two of us 
never got along. 
 Brittney came through the side door and took a seat between him and me. She was 
dressed in jeans and a button up shirt. Her hair was free. Everything about her was free. She had 
a ticket back to California, a ride to Anchorage, luggage packed, and a disc player with a 
Metallica album. She swung a leg over her knee and picked up an empty cup. I couldn't make 
eye contact with her and I shifted my body, turning my back to both of them. 
 Brittney asked B.C, "How did your summer go?" 
 He said, "Summer was fine. I never made it to the workcrew." 
 I grew angry and said, "I know. Bob asked if I’d be all right with it. I said no." 
 I glanced over at the two of them. B.C. was taken aback, his face strangely blank. 
Brittney's expression was disappointment. I thought it was disingenuous—why would she care 
199 
about this boy from the other side of the Kenai National Wildlife Reserve? Venom has a distinct 
smell. 
Brittney placed both hands flat on the table and said, "Well, good-bye B.C,” and she 
headed out the door. I looked at the window as she passed. Except for photographs, it was the 
last time I have laid eyes on her. 
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